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I N T R O D U C T I O N  
T h e  i s s u e  o f  r a c e  i s  s o m e t h i n g  w h i c h  c a n n o t  b e  i g n o r e d  i n  
i n t e r p r e t i n g  t h e  t r a g e d y  o f  O t h e l l o .  T h i s  t h e s i s  e x a m i n e s  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o r  
a b s e n c e  o f  r a c i a l  i s s u e s  b y  i n v e s t i g a t i n g  t h e  o p i n i o n s  o f  c r i t i c s  o f  t h e  
1 9 5 0 s  a n d  c o n t r a s t i n g  t h e m  t o  c r i t i c s  o f  t h e  1 9 8 0 s  ( m o s t l y  f r o m  t h e  U n i t e d  
S t a t e s )  i n  o r d e r  t o  b r i n g  a b o u t  a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  h o w  t h e  t r a g e d y  w a s  
s e e n  b e f o r e  a n d  a f t e r  t h e  C i v i l  R i g h t s  M o v e m e n t .  A s i d e  f r o m  c r i t i c i s m  o f  
t h e  t w o  d e c a d e s  i n  q u e s t i o n ,  I  h a v e  a l s o  i n c l u d e d  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  r e l e v a n t  
c r i t i c i s m  f r o m  o t h e r  p e r i o d s  w h o s e  a u t h o r s ·  e x p e r t i s e  w e r e  g e r m a n e  t o  t h e  
i s s u e  o f  r a c e  a n d  r a c i s m .  C e r t a i n  S h a k e s p e a r e  c r i t i c s ,  A .  C .  B r a d l e y ,  f o r  
i n s t a n c e ;  w a s  o f  g r e a t  i m p o r t a n c e  t o  m y  e f f o r t s  b e c a u s e  e v e n  t h o u g h  h i s  
c r i t i c i s m  w a s  w r i t t e n  w e l l  b e f o r e  t h e  e a r l i e r  p e r i o d  I  e x a m i n e d ,  B r a d l e y  s e t  
t h e  t o n e  f o r  m u c h  o f  t h e  c r i t i c i s m  w h i c h  f o l l o w e d .  I n c l u d i n g  B r a d l e y  i n  
t h i s  t h e s i s  a l s o  p r o v i d e s  i n s i g h t  o n  h o w  t h e  p l a y  w a s  v i e w e d  d u r i n g  a n  
e a r l i e r  p e r i o d  i n  O t h e l l o  c r i t i c i s m .  
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T h i s  t h e s i s  i s  d i v i d e d  i n t o  t h r e e  c h a p t e r s .  a n d  e a c h  o f  t h e  f i r s t  t w o  
c h a p t e r s  e x a m i n e s  d i f f e r e n t  a p p r o a c h e s  i n  a s s e s s i n g  t h e  p l a y .  C h a p t e r s  
o n e  a n d  t w o  a r e  d e v o t e d  t o  t h e  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  c r i t i c i s m  o f  t h e  1 9 5 0 s  a n d  
t h e  1 9 8 0 s ,  r e s p e c t i v e l y ,  w h f l e  t h e  t h i r d  c h a p t e r  s e r v e s  a s  a  c o n c l u s i o n  i n  
w h i c h  t h e  u l t i m a t e  o b j e c t i v e  i s  t o  a n a l y z e  t h e  d a t a  a l r e a d y  p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h e  
p r e v i o u s  c h a p t e r s .  Q u e s t i o n s  I  i n v e s t i g a t e d  d u r i n g  t h e  p r o g r e s s  o f  t h i s  
t h e s i s  i n c l u d e d ,  b u t  w e r e  n o t  l i m i t e d  t o ,  t h e  f o l l o w i n g :  
(  1 )  H o w  i s  O t h e l l o ' s  r a c i a l  i d e n t i t y  s e e n  b y  c r i t i c s ?  
( 2 )  H o w  i s  O t h e l l o ' s  r a c e  i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  h i s  w e a k n e s s e s ?  
( 3 )  H o w  i m p o r t a n t  i s  t h e  i s s u e  o f  r a c e  i n  O t h e l l o ' s  d o w n f a l l ?  
( 4 )  H o w  i m p o r t a n t  a r e  r a c i a l  i s s u e s  t o  t h e  c r i t i c s ?  
T h e  m a i n  o b j e c t i v e  o f  t h i s  t h e s i s  i s  t o  s e e  h o w  c r i t i c s .  b e i n g  
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  c u l t u r e s  a n d  t i m e s ,  r e a c t  t o  O t h e l l o  a n d  
i t s  p r o t a g o n i s t  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  h g h t  o f  t h e  C i v i l  R i g h t s  M o v e m e n t  o f  t h e  1 9 6 0 s  
a n d  1 9 7 0 s .  T h e  C i v i l  R i g h t s  M o v e m e n t ,  i n  t h i s  c a s e ,  a c t s  a s  a  p o i n t  o f  
d e p a r t u r e  ( o n  b o t h  s i d e s  i n  t e r m s  o f  t i m e ) .  s i n c e  i t  c a m e  t o  b e  k n o w n  a s  a  
t i m e  f o r  e n h g h t e n m e n t  f o r  r a c i a l  e q u a l i t y  a n d  a w a r e n e s s .  I  m u s t  
e m p h a s i z e  a l s o  t h a t  t h i s  t h e s i s  d i d  n o t  s t u d y  t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  t h e  C i v i l  R i g h t s  
M o v e m e n t  o n  t h e  p l a y ,  b u t  h o w  i t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  a s  a n  i n t e r v e n i n g  f a c t o r  i n  
t h e  c o u r s e  o f  O t h e l l o  c r i t i c i s m ,  a n d  h o w  c r i t i c i s m  o f  t h e  t w o  d e c a d e s  
d i f f e r s  i n  t e r m s  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  a n d  a p p r o a c h .  M a t e r i a l s  I  d i s c u s s e d  i n  
t h i s  t h e s i s  i n c l u d e d  a  n u m b e r  o f  a r t i c l e s  a n d  e s s a y s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  a  h a n d f u l  o f  
m o n o g r a p h s .  A r t i c l e s  a n d  e s s a y s  w e r e  s e l e c t e d  f r o m  s e v e r a l  p e r i o d i c a l s ,  
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f o r  e x a m p l e ,  S h a A ' e s p e a r e  Q l l a r t e r l y ,  S h a A · e s p e a r e  S t l l d i e s ,  S h a k e s p e a r e  
S l l r Y e y ,  w h i l e  m o n o g r a p h s  w e r e  s e l e c t e d  b y  m e a n s  o f  m o n t h s  o f  r e s e a r c h  
w h i c h  g a v e  m e  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  d e c i d e  w h i c h  o n e s  w e r e  r e  1  e v a n t  t o  t h e  
w r i t i n g  o f  t h i s  t h e s i s .  W o r k s  w h i c h  t o t a l l y  i g n o r e  t h e  i s s u e  o f  r a c e  a n d  
a r e  d e d i c a t e d  t o  e x a m i n i n g  o t h e r  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  p l a y  a n d  h a v e  n o  r e l e v a n c e  
t o  m y  e f f o r t s  w e r e  d i s c a r d e d  i n  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  s e l e c t i o n .  
B e y o n d  d o u b t ,  O t h e / / o  c a n  b e  r e g a r d e d  a s  q u i t e  a n  u n u s u a l ,  p e r h a p s  
u n o r t h o d o x ,  w o r k  f o r  i t s  t i m e ,  b e a r i n g  i n  m i n d  t h e  i d e n t i t y  o f  i t s  
p r o t a g o n i s t  a n d  h o w  h e  f e 1 1  f r o m  h i s  g l o r y .  T h e  t a s k  i n  w r i t i n g  t h i s  t h e s i s  
i s  n o t  t o  e x a m i n e  t h e  p l a y  f o r  H s  o w n  s a k e ,  n o r  i n  H s  h i s t o r i c a l  s e t t i n g  
( a l t h o u g h  b o t h  h a v e  b e e n  t o u c h e d  o n ) .  b u t  r a t h e r ,  t o  s e e  h o w  i m p o r t a n t  
r a c i a l  i s s u e s  a p p e a r  t o  H s  v i e w e r s  i n  t h e  m i d d l e  t o  l a t e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  
a n d  w h e t h e r  o r  n o t  t h e s e  i s s u e s  w e r e  e v e n  i m p o r t a n t  t o  s o m e .  A s i d e  f r o m  
t h i s ,  i t  a l s o  g i v e s  a  b e t t e r  v i e w  o f  h o w  r e a c t i o n s  m i g h t  p o r t r a y  t h e  
c o n s e n s u s  o f  t h e  t w o  d e c a d e s  i n  q u e s t i o n .  
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C H A P T E R  1 .  T H E  1  9 5 0 s  
O f  a l l  S h a k e s p e a r e a n  c r i t i c s ,  o n e  w h o  d e s e r v e s  m o s t  a t t e n t i o n  i n  
v i e w  o f  t h i s  t h e s i s  w o u l d  b e  A .  C .  B r a d l e y  w h o s e  k n o w l e d g e  a n d  e x p e r t i s e  
w i l l  b e  t h e  b a s i s  o f  c o m p a r i s o n  a n d  a n a l y s i s  f o r  m u c h  o f  t h e  c r i t i c i s m  
w h i c h  w i  1 1  b e  u n d e r  s c r u t i n y .  A  1  t h o u g h  S h o J : e s p e t t r e t m  T r t t g e d y  d o t e s  b o c k  
t o  1 9 0 4 ,  B r a d l e y ' s  w o r k  i s  c r u c i a l  o s  a n  u n d e r p i n n i n g  f o r  m y  r e m a r k s  o n  
c r i t i c i s m  o f  O t h e l l o  i n  t h e  1 9 5 0 s  a n d  t h e  1 9 8 0 s .  B r a d l e y ' s  o p e n  t r e a t m e n t  
o f  a s p e c t s  s u c h  a s  r a c e  s e e m s  t o  b e  l i m i t l e s s  a n d  e a c h  m a j o r  c h a r a c t e r  i s  
b r o u g h t  a l m o s t  t o  l i f e  o s  i f  h e  o r  s h e  e x i s t e d .  B r a d l e y ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  
D e s d e m o n a ' s  s u f f e r i n g ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  b r i n g s  t o  l i g h t  t h e  e m o t i o n  o f  t h e  
c h a r a c t e r  a n d  b r i n g s  c r e d i b i l i t y  t o  t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  T h e  p l a y  i s  g i v e n  e x t r a  
m e a n i n g  o s  B r a d l e y  v i e w s  i t  f r o m  m a n y  d i f f e r e n t  a n g l e s  e v e n  t h o u g h  h i s  
o p i n i o n  m i g h t  b e  s u b j e c t  t o  t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  h i s  t i m e .  B r a d l e y  c o u l d  b e  
c o  l l  e d  a  t r o d  i t  i o n  a  1 i  s t  i n  h i s  v i e w s  o n  O t h e l l o .  a  1  t h o u g h  h e  d o e s  a s s e r t  
s e v e r a l  c o m m e n t s  t o  t h e  c o n t r a r y .  T r a d i t i o n a l i s t .  h e r e ,  m e a n s  t h a t  h i s  
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v i e w  o f  O t h e l l o  i s  t h a t  t h e  M o o r  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  n o b l e ,  b u t  f a l l s  f r o m  h i s  h i g h  
p o s i t i o n  n o t  b y  h i s  o w n  f a u l t  o r  d o i n g ,  b u t  b y  t h e  p l o t t i n g  o f  a n o t h e r .  
B r a d l e y ' s  t e r m ,  · n o b l e  b a r b a r i a n , ·  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  i s  q u i t e  a n  o x y m o r o n  a n d  
t e n d s  t o  g i v e  u s  t h e  f e e l i n g  t h a t  h e  s e e s  t h e  M o o r  a s  h a v i n g  t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  
b o t h  n o b l e m a n  a n d  b a r b a r i a n .  
I n  B r a d l e y ' s  l e c t u r e s  o n  O t h e l l o ,  w h a t  i s  p r e v a l e n t ,  t h o u g h ,  a r e  
c e r t a i n  c o n c e p t i o n s  a b o u t  " O r i e n t a l "  p e o p l e s  w h i c h  h e  t a k e s  f o r  g r a n t e d .  
H i s  l e c t u r e s  m u s t  b e  u n d e r s t o o d  a s  r e f l e c t i n g  t h e  t i m e  e n d  p l e c e  i n  ¥ t h i c h  h e  
l i v e d ,  b e a r i n g  i n  m i n d  t h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  E m p i r e ,  a n d  t h e  d i s t a n c e  
t h a t  r a c i a l  e q u a l i t y  h a d  y e t  t o  t r a v e l .  H o w e v e r ,  b e i n g  a n  e x p e r t  o n  t h e  
s u b j e c t  o f  S h a k e s p e a r e a n  t r a g e d y ,  c o m p o u n d e d  b y  h i s  a p t i t u d e  f o r  a n a l y s i s  
a n d  d i s c o u r s e ,  B r a d l e y ' s  w o r k s  h a v e  c o m e  t o  b e  k n o w n  a s  a  s o u r c e  o f  
i  1 1  u m i  n a t i o n  f o r  1  a t e r  S h a k e s p e a r e a n  c r i t i c s .  
A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  c r i t i c ,  A r t h u r  E a s t m a n ,  i n  a  1 9 6 8  e v a l u a t i o n  o f  
B r a d l e y ' s  c r i t i c i s m ,  
N o  w o r k  ( s i n c e )  h a s  s o  p e r f e c t l y  c o m b i n e d  t h e  e n t h u s i a s m  
a n d  v i s i o n  o f  t h e  r o m a n t i c i s t s  w i t h  t h e  c o m m o n  s e n s e  a n d  
e x a c t n e s s  o f  t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  m e t h o d ,  h a s  s o  p e r f e c t l y  f u s e d  
w i d e  p h i l o s o p h i c  o u t l o o k  w i t h  g r a s p  o f  t h e  d e t a i l ,  a n d  
s y n t h e t i c  p o w e r  w i t h  a n a l y t i c .  (  1 8 6 )  
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B r a d l e y ' s  c r H 1 c 1 s m  o f  S h a k e s p e a r e a n  t r a g e d y ,  o r  i n  t h i s  c a s e ,  O t h e l l o .  
i n v i t e s  t h e  r e a d e r  t o  s h a r e  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  e x a m i n i n g  t h e  t r a g e d y  t h r o u g h  
a  d e t a i l e d  a n d  s u c c i n c t  a n a l y s i s .  E a s t m a n  f u r t h e r  a s s e r t s  t h a t  
B r a d l e y ' s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  s t y l e  i s  a g g r e g a t i o n a l ,  h i s  
chan~cteristic r h e t o r i c  i s  c a l m l y  r a t i o n a l .  · L e t  u s  r e a s o n  
t o g e t h e r , ·  h e  s e e m s  t o  s a y ,  · L e t  u s  e x a m i n e  t h e  p l a y s ,  c o n s u l t  
o u r  o w n  e x p e r i e n c e ,  a n d  a r r i v e  a t  j u d i c i o u s  c o n c l u s i o n s :  H e  
s p e a k s  f r o m  s o m e t h i n g  o f  t h e  a u t h o r i t y  o f  a  g r e a t  p o p u l a r  
p r e a c h e r  w h o s e  g i f t  i t  i s  t o  a r t i c u l a t e  t h e  c o m m o n  e x p e r i e n c e  
b y  a r t i c u l a t i n g  h i s  o w n .  (  1  9 1 )  
B r a d l e y ' s  v i e w s  r e g a r d i n g  O t h e l l o  h a v e  c o m e  t o  b e  k n o w n  t o  m o s t  
c r i t i c s  a s  o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  k i n d ,  m a i n t a i n i n g  t h a t  O t h e l l o  r e m a i n s  n o b l e  
t h r o u g h  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  t h e  p l a y .  H o w e v e r ,  B r a d l e y  m a k e s  s e v e r a l  c o m m e n t s  
p r o v i n g  h i s  o p i n i o n s  q u i t e  t h e  o p p o s i t e ,  t h a t  O t h e 1 1 o ' s  d o w n f a l l  i s  a  r e s u l t  o f  
h i s  o w n  d o i n g .  T o  a  c e r t a i n  d e g r e e ,  B r a d l e y  a l s o  j u s t i f i e s  l a g o ' s  a c t i o n s  a s  
t h o s e  o f  a  m a n  w h o  h a s  b e e n  u n j u s t l y  w r o n g e d .  I n  t h i s  w a y ,  E a s t m a n ' s  
c l a i m s  o n  B r a d l e y ' s  v i e w s  o f  O t h e l l o  s e e m  r a t h e r  s i m p l i f i e d  a n d  f a i l  t o  
s h o w  t h e  a m b i g u i t y  o f  s o m e  o f  B r a d l e y ' s  c o m m e n t s  r e g a r d i n g  t h e  p l a y  a n d  
i t s  p r o t a g o n i s t .  A s  a  f i r m  p r o p o n e n t  o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  v i e w  o f  O t h e l l o ,  
B r a d l e y ' s  v i e w s  a p p e a r  a m b i v a l e n t  w h e n  h e  c l a i m s  w i t h  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  
O t h e l l o  
i s  p r i m a r i l y  a  s t u d y  o f  a  n o b l e  b a r b a r i a n ,  w h o  h a s  b e c o m e  a  
C h r i s t i a n  a n d  h a s  i m b i b e d  s o m e  o f  t h e  c i v i l i z a t i o n  o f  h i s  
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e m p l o y e r s .  b u t  w h o  r e t a i n s  b e n e a t h  t h e  s u r f a c e  t h e  s a v a g e  
p a s s i o n s  o f  h i s  M o o r i s h  b l o o d  a n d  a l s o  t h e  s u s p i c i o u s n e s s  
r e g a r d i n g  f e m a l e  c h a s t i t y  c o m m o n  a m o n g  O r i e n t a l  p e o p l e s .  
e n d  t h a t  t h e  I  a s t  t h r e e  A c t s  d e p i c t  t h e  o u t b u r s t  o f  t h e s e  
o r i g i n a l  f e e l i n g s  t h r o u g h  t h e  t h i n  c r u s t  o f  V e n e t i a n  c u l t u r e .  
( 1 5 6 )  
C e r t a i n l y ,  t h e s e  a r e  n o t  t h e  w o r d s  o f  a  m a n  w h o  v i e w s  t h e  M o o r  a s  n o b l e  a l l  
t h r o u g h  t h e  p l a y .  B e n e a t h  h i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  v i e w  o f  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t .  t h e r e  
e x i s t  c e r t a i n  s t e r e o t y p e s  a n d  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s  w h i c h  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  t h e  M o o r  
i s  n o t  e s s e n t i a l l y  n o b l e  a n d  t h a t  t h e  " s a v a g e  p a s s i o n s  o f  h i s  M o o r i s h  b l o o d "  
a r e  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  h i s  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i o n .  I t  i s  o n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  t h i s  
d i a l e c t i c  t h a t  t h i s  c h a p t e r  w i l l  m a i n t a i n  i t s  a r g u m e n t s  i n  o r d e r  t o  s e e  h o w  
t h e  p l a y  a n d  i t s  p r o t a g o n i s t  a r e  v i e w e d  d u r i n g  t h e  d e c a d e  o f  t h e  1 9 5 0 s .  
E s s e n t i a l l y ,  t h e r e  a r e  t w o  v i e w s  o f  O t h e l l o  i n  t h e  1 9 5 0 s .  T h e  f i r s t .  w h i c h  
I  h a v e  t e r m e d ,  " t r a d i t i o n a l , "  o n l y  s e e s  t h e  M o o r  a s  n o b l e  a n d  a s s e r t s  t h a t  h i s  
d o w n f a l l  i s  a  r e s u l t  o f  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  b e y o n d  h i s  c o n t r o l .  C o n v e r s e l y ,  t h e  
s e c o n d  Y i e w .  o n e  w h i c h  s e e s  O t h e l l o  a s  t h e  m a s t e r  o f  h i s  o w n  d e s t i n y ,  I  w i l l  
r e f e r  t o  a s  t h e  " m o d e r n ·  v i e w .  T h i s  Y i e w  s e e s  O t h e l l o  a s  f u l l y  r e s p o n s i b l e  
f o r  t h e  w a y  h e  f a l l s  f r o m  h i s  g l o r y  d u e  t o  o n e  r e a s o n  o r  a n o t h e r .  H o w e v e r .  
i t  i s  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  Y i e w  o f  O t h e l l o  t h a t  t h i s  c h a p t e r  w i l l  t u r n  t o  f i r s t .  
C o n t r a r y  t o  h i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  v i e w s  o f  O t h e l l o ,  B r a d l e y  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  
t h e r e  i s  s o m e t h i n g  q u i t e  m y s t i c a l  a b o u t  O t h e l l o  i n  t h a t  h i s  m o s t  v a l u a b l e  
a s s e t  d o e s  n o t  c o n s i s t  o f  h i s  s t a t u r e  i n  s o c i e t y  o r  h i s  m i g h t  i n  t h e  f i e l d  o f  
w a r .  b u t  r a t h e r .  h i s  t o n g u e .  H i s  w a y  w i t h  w o r d s  h a s  n o t  o n l y  p a c i f i e d  t h e  
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V e n e t i a n  s e n a t e  i n  t h e  f i r s t  a c t  b u t  h a s  a l s o  w o n  h i m  t h e  h e a r t  o f  a  g e n t l e  
V e n e t i a n  m a i d e n  (  1 5 7 ) ,  w h o s e  a l l e g e d  i n f i d e l i t y  w a s  t o  l e a d  h i m  u l t i m a t e l y  
t o  h i s  d o w n f a l l .  O t h e l l o ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  s p e a k  h i s  m i n d  w i t h  s u c h  e l o q u e n c e  i s  
n o t  v i e w e d  b y  B r a d l e y  a s  s i m p l y  a  p o l i s h e d  h u m a n  t r a i t  w h i c h  c o u l d  c o m e  
a b o u t  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  y e a r s  o f  t r a i n i n g  a n d  a s s i m i l a t i o n  t o  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  
c u l t u r e .  I n s t e a d ,  t h e  e l e m e n t  o f  m y t i c i s m  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  " O r i e n t a l  
p e o p l e s ·  i s  b r o u g h t  i n t o  t h e  p i c t u r e  a s  t h e  s o u r c e  o f  s u c h  r e f i n e m e n t .  W h a t  
t h i s  a s s u m p t i o n  s u g g e s t s  i s  t h a t  f o r  B r a d l e y ,  " O r i e n t a l  p e o p l e s "  a r e  
i n c a p a b l e  o f  c u l t i v a t i n g  o r  l e a r n i n g  t h e  f i n e r  a r t  o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n ,  a n d  t h a t  
i f  t h e r e  w e r e  a n y  p o s s i b H i t y  o f  s u c h  a n  o c c u r r e n c e ,  s o m e  s o r t  o f  m a g i c  
w o u l d  a l m o s t  h a v e  t o  b e  i n v o l v e d .  
J o h n  M o n e y ,  i n  h i s  1 9 5 3  a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d  " O t h e l l o ' s  ' i t  i s  t h e  c a u s e , · ·  
d i s c u s s e s  t h i s  v e r y  a s p e c t  o f  O t h e l l o ' s  e l o q u e n c e .  T h o u g h  O t h e l l o  c l a i m s  
t o  b e  u n p o l i s h e d  i n  t h e  w a y s  o f  s p e e c h  i n  t h e  f i r s t  a c t ,  a l l  t h r o u g h  t h e  p l a y ,  
h i s  v e r y  p o e t i c  q u a l i t y  s e e m s  t o  c o n t r a d i c t  t h i s  v e r y  n o t i o n .  I n  d e f e n d i n g  
h i m s e l f  a g a i n s t  t h e  c h a r g e s  b r o u g h t  f o r t h  b y  B r a b a n t i o ,  O t h e l l o  a s s e r t s ,  
" R u d e  a m  I  i n  s p e e c h ,  a n d  l i t t l e  b l e s s e d  w i t h  t h e  s o f t  p h r a s e  o f  p e a c e ,  . . .  "  
O , f i i , 8 1 - 2 ) ,  a n d  y e t ,  a s  M o n e y  p o i n t s  o u t ,  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  e a c h  o f  
O t h e l l o ' s  u t t e r a n c e s  a r e  s a t u r a t e d  w i t h  d e e p  a n d  p e n e t r a t i n g  m e a n i n g ,  
e x h i b i t i n g  i n  h i m  a  m a s t e r y  o f  t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f  h i s  e m p l o y e r s .  T h e r e  i s  
r e a l l y  n o  w a y  o f  e s t a b l i s h i n g  w h e t h e r  s u c h  e l o c u t i o n  o n  h i s  p a r t  h a s  i t s  
r o o t s  i n  s o m e  f o r m  o f  m a g i c ,  a s  B r a d l e y  s e e m s  t o  s u s p e c t .  T h o u g h  B r a d l e y  
m a k e s  t h i s  a s s e r t i o n ,  M o n e y  d o e s  n o t ,  h o w e v e r ,  s p e c u l a t e  o n  t h e  s o u r c e  o f  
O t h e l l o ' s  e l o q u e n c e .  C l e a r l y ,  M o n e y  s e e s  O t h e l l o  a s  n o b l e ,  n o t  s o  m u c h  
s t r e s s i n g  h i s  n o b l e  l i n e a g e ,  b u t  r a t h e r ,  t h e  n o b i l i t y  o f  h i s  c h a r a c t e r .  I n  t h e  
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s e r v i c e  o f  h i s  e d o p t e d  c o u n t r y ,  h e  h e s  b e c o m e  n o t  o n l y  f l u e n t  i n  t h e  l a n g u a g e  
o f  h i s  e m p l o y e r s ,  b u t  h e s  b e c o m e  e x t r e m e l y  e l o q u e n t  - - h i s  t o n g u e  b e i n g  a n  
i n s t r u m e n t  o f  s u c c e s s  i n  v e r i o u s  w a y s .  
V e r y  m u c h  l i k e  M o n e y ,  H e l e n  G a r d n e r ,  i n  a  1 9 5 5  e s s e y  e n t i t l e d  " T h e  
N o b l e  M o o r , " '  s e e s  O t h e l l o  a s  a n  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  m a n ,  b o r n  t o  d o  g r e a t  d e e d s  
e n d  l i v e  i n  l e g e n d  ( 4 ) .  S h e  e r g u e s  t h e t  O t h e l l o ' s  e l l e n  r a c e  s h o w s  t h e  
s t r e n g t h  o f  h i s  c h e r e c t e r .  I n  a  w h i t e  e a r l y  m o d e r n  s o c i e t y ,  h e  s u c c e e d s  t o  
t h e  p i n n a c l e  o f  h i s  p r o f e s s i o n ,  a n d  d o e s  n o t  e q u a t e  h i s  m a g n i f i c e n c e  w i t h  
t h e  s u p e r n e t u r e l .  I n  c o n t r e s t  t o  H e m l e t  w h o s e  n o b l l i t y  i s  i n h e r i t e d ,  
O t h e l l o ' s  p o s i t i o n  i n  V e n e t i a n  s o c i e t y  i s  e a r n e d  d u r i n g  a  t i m e  w h e n  M o o r s  
o c c u p i e d  p o s i t i o n s  o f  s l a v e s  r a t h e r  t h a n  l e a d e r s .  V e r y  m u c h  i n  t h e  
t r a d i t i o n e l  v i e w ,  G a r d n e r  s e e m s  b l i n d e d  b y  t h e  g l a r e  o f  O t h e l l o ' s  e a r n e d  
n o b i l i t y  a n d  a c h i e v e m e n t s .  S h e  d o e s  n o t  q u e s t i o n  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  M o o r  
w h i c h  m i g h t  h a v e  l e d  h i m  t o  h i s  o w n  d e s t r u c t i o n .  l n s t e e d ,  O t h e l l o  i s  g i Y e n  
a  g o d - l i k e  p e r s o n a  w i t h  e n  i n a b i l i t y  t o  i n s p i r e  i n  h i s  a u d i e n c e  a n y  f e e l i n g s  
b u t  p o s i t i v e  o n e s .  A l t h o u g h  t h e  t r e d i t i o n e l  v i e w  o f  a  n o b l e  M o o r  i s  
u n d e r s t o o d  b y  s o m e  a s  a  Y i  a b  1  e  w a y  o f  1  o o k i  n g  a t  t h e  p l a y ,  i n  t h i s  c a s e ,  
G a r d n e r  g o e s  a  l i t t l e  t o o  f a r ,  d i s c o u n t i n g  n e g a t i v e  f a c e t s  o f  t h e  h e r o  i n  a n  
e f f o r t  t o  o n l y  g l o r i f y  h i m .  
I n  s o m e w h a t  a  d i f f e r e n t  l i g h t ,  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  v i e w  c o n t i n u e s  w i t h  
P a u l  S i e g e l ,  i n  a  1 9 5 3  e s s a y  e n t i t l e d  " T h e  D e m n e t i o n  o f  O t h e l l o , ·  w h o  
c o m p a r e s  t h e  f a l l  o f  O t h e l l o  w i t h  t h e t  o f  A d e m ' s  f e l l  f r o m  g r a c e ,  w h e r e  l a g o  
r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  d e  v i  1  e n d  D e s d e m o n e  t h e  d i v i n e  g o o d n e s s .  " T h e  c h o i c e  t h a t  
O t h e  1 1  o  h a d  t o  m e k e  w e s  b e t  w e e n  C h r i s t i  a n  1  a v e  a n d  f o r g i v e n e s s ,  e n d  
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s a t a n i c  h a t e  a n d  v e n g e f u l n e s s "  (  1  0 6 8 ) .  B r a d l e y  a l s o  m e n t i o n s  s o m e t h i n g  t o  
t h i s  e f f e c t  w h e n  h e  c o m p a r e s  l a g o  w i t h  M e p h i s t o p h e l e s  i n  G o e t h e ' s  F t l i i S I .  
H o w e v e r ,  S i e g e l ' s  c l a i m s  r u n  d e e p e r  t h a n  m e r e  c o m p a r i s o n s  a s  h e  w r i t e s ,  
O t h e l l o  i s  n o t  a  r e t e l l i n g  o f  t h e  s t o r y  o f  m a n ' s  f a l l  i n  
a l l e g o r i c a l  f o r m ;  i t  i s  t h e  a  d r a m a  o f  h u m a n  p a s s i o n  w h i c h  i s  
g i v e n  d e e p e r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  b y  t h e  a n a l o g i e s  t h a t  a r e  s u g g e s t e d  
i n  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  i t s  a c t i o n .  (  1  0 6 8 )  
T h e  b i b l i c a l  o v e r t o n e s  o f  S i e g e l ' s  a r t i c l e  m a y  h a v e  s o m e  c r e d i b i l i t y  w i t h i n  
t h e  r e a l m  o f  t e m p t a t i o n ,  s i n ,  a n d  r e t r i b u t i o n ,  i f  i n d e e d  t h e s e  a r e  i m p o r t a n t  
i s s u e s  i n  t h e  p l a y .  S i n c e  l a g o  i s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  d e v i l ,  t h e  i s s u e  o f  
r a c e  i s  g i v e n  a  s o m e w h a t  d i f f e r e n t  m e a n i n g .  S i e g e l  s t r e s s e s .  t h e  v o l a t i l e  
n a t u r e  o f  h u m a n  c h a r a c t e r  a n d  i t s  · p r o n e n e s s  t o  s e l f - d e s t r o y i n g  s i n ·  (  1  0 7 0 ) .  
W h a t  i s  s e e n  q u i t e  c l e a r l y  h e r e  i s  t h a t  O t h e l l o  i s  a  m a n ,  a  n o b l e  m a n ,  
c o m p a r e d  w i t h  A d a m ,  • t h e  n o b l e s t  o f  m e n :  O t h e l l o ' s  f a l l  f r o m  g l o r y  i s  
c o m p a r e d  t o  t h e  f a l l  o f  A d a m ,  b o t h  m e n  r e s o r t i n g  t o  t h e  a l l u r i n g  n a t u r e  o f  
s i n  i n s t e a d  o f  g o o d ,  i m p l y i n g  t h e  e q u a l i t y  o f  m a n ' s  n a t u r e ,  r e g a r d l e s s  o f  
r a c e .  S i e g e l  s e e s  t h e  b l a c k  m a n  a s  h a v i n g  a  w h i t e  s o u l  a s  h e  f a l l s  f r o m  
g l o r y  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  t h e  m a n i p u l a t i v e  n a t u r e  o f  I  a g o ,  a  w h i t e  m a n  w h o  i s  
g i v e n  a  b l a c k  s o u l .  T h e  d e v i l ,  o r  s a t a n ,  i n  t h i s  c a s e ,  i s  d e p i c t e d  i n  a  
V e n e t i a n ,  a n d  t h e  n o t i o n  o f  r a c i s m  i s  h i d d e n  i n  t h e  f o r m  o f  B i b l i c a l  
a s s o c i a t i o n s .  S i e g e l  d o e s  n o t  o f f e r  f u r t h e r  e x p l a n a t i o n s  f o r  h i s  c l a i m s  a n d  
i n  t h e  e n d  q u e s t i o n s  r e g a r d i n g  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  p l a y  a r e  l e f t  u n a n s w e r e d .  
S i e g e J  s i m p J y  s u p p l i e s  a s s o c i a t i o n s  f o r  t h e  p r o t a g o n i g t  a n d  t h G  a n t a g o n i G t  
i n  a  b i b l i c a l  s e n s e  w i t h o u t  m u c h  r e g a r d  f o r  r a c i a l  i s s u e s .  
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F o r  S i e g e l ,  t h e  f u l l  b l a m e  f o r  t h e  w a y  t h e  t r a g e d y  u n f o l d s  i s  p u t  
s o l e l y  o n  t h e  s h o u l d e r s  o f  l a g o ,  t h e  w h i t e  d e v i l .  S i e g e l  r e c o g n i z e s  t h e  
n o b i l i t y  o f  O t h e l l o ' s  c h a r a c t e r  b u t  d o e s  n o t  q u e s t i o n  1 t  a n y  f u r t h e r .  H e  
d o e s  a s s e r t ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h e  · v o l a t i l i t y  o f  h u m a n  n a t u r e ·  a n d  a l s o  c l a i m s  t h a t  
h u m a n  n a t u r e  i s  v u l n e r a b l e  t o  e r r o r .  I n  S i e g e l ' s  v i e w ,  l e g o  a c t s  a s  t h e  
p e r p e t r a t o r  o f  O t h e l l o ' s  e r r o r s ,  a n d  i n  t h e  e n d ,  h e  s e e s  O t h e l l o  a s  e n t i r e l y  
i n n o c e n t .  T h e  b l a c k  m a n ,  t h e n ,  i s  t o t a l l y  i n n o c e n t  o f  e v 1 1 ,  w h l l e  t h e  w h i t e  
o n e  i s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  d e v i l .  A s  f a r  a s  O t h e l l o  i s  c o n c e r n e d ,  h e  i s  f r e e  
f r o m  a n y  s o r t  o f  g u i l t  f o r  t h e  w a y  t h e  t r a g e d y  u n f o l d s .  A n d  a g a i n ,  t h e  
t r a d i t i o n a l  v i e w  i s  e n d o r s e d  t h r o u g h  a n o t h e r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  T h i s  v i e w  o f  
O t h e l l o  i g n o r e s  v e r y  i m p o r t a n t  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  w h i c h  e r e  i n  p a r t  
r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  h i s  d o w n f a l l .  I n s t e a d ,  b l a m e  i s  s i t u a t e d  e l s e w h e r e .  
I n  a n o t h e r  e s s a y  w h i c h  o b s c u r e s  r a c i a l  i s s u e s ,  " O t h e l l o ' s  R a c i a l  
I d e n t i t y "  (  1 9 5 2 ) ,  P h i 1 i p  B u t c h e r  e x a m i n e s  O t h e l l o ' s  r a c e  a t  g r e a t  l e n g t h .  
H e  c l a i m s  t h a t  O t h e l l o ' s  A f r i c a n  b i r t h  d o e s  n o t  e s t a b 1 i s h  h i s  r a c e  o r  c o l o r  
( 2 4 5 ) ,  c o n s i d e r i n g  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a  w e a l t h  o f  d i f f e r e n t  t y p e s  o f  p e o p l e s  i n  t h e  
A f r i c a n  c o n t i n e n t .  A s i d e  f r o m  r a c e ,  B u t c h e r  a l s o  a s s e r t s  t h a t  O t h e l l o ' s  
r o y a l  b i r t h  d o e s  n o t  c o n s t i t u t e  S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  c o n f u s i o n  o n  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  
c o l o r ,  e n d  a l b e i t  m a n y  N e g r o e s  e n d  M o o r s  w e r e  m a d e  i n t o  s l a v e s  d u r i n g  
E l i z a b e t h a n  t i m e s ,  i t  d o e s  n o t  m e a n  t h e s e  p e o p l e  c o u l d  n o t  h a v e  o n c e  b e e n  o f  
r o y a 1 1 1 n e a g e ,  h u n t e d  d o w n  a n d  i n c a r c e r a t e d  b y  w h i t e  s l a v e  t r a d e r s .  
H i s  [ S h a k e s p e a r e ' s )  f r e q u e n t  u s e  o f  " M o o r ·  a s  t h e  e q u i v a l e n t  o f  
" N e g r o "  a c c o r d s  w i t h  t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  h i s  t i m e  a n d  h i s  f e l l o w  
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d r a m a t i s t  . . .  i n  a  d r a w i n g  f r o m  a  s c e n e  f r o m  T i t l l s  
A n d r o n i c u s ,  e v i d e n t  1  y  m a d e  i n  1 5 9 5 ,  s h o w s  A a r o n  a s  c o  a  1 -
b l a c k  a n d  l e 8 v e s  l i t t l e  r o o m  f o r  d o u b t  t h a t  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  w a s  
p o r t r a y e d  a s  s u c h  o n  t h e  E l i z a b e t h a n  s t a g e .  S o  c e r t a i n l y  w a s  
O t h e l l o .  ( 2 4 6 )  
A l t h o u g h  B u t c h e r ' s  e s s a y  a d d r e s s e s  r a c e  a s  t h e  i s s u e  i n  i d e n t i f y i n g  t h e  h e r o ,  
h e ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  d o e s  n o t  q u e s t i o n  h o w  r a c e  i s  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  w a y  t h e  
t r a g e d y  u n f o l d s .  H e  a s s e r t s  t h a t  s i n c e  m a n y  N e g r o e s  w e r e  m a d e  i n t o  
s l a v e s  d u r i n g  E l i z a b e t h a n  t i m e s ,  O t h e l l o  c o u l d  v e r y  w e l l  h a v e  b e e n  n o b l e  
o r i g i n a l l y .  S i n c e  t h i s  i s  t h e  c a s e ,  t h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  e v i d e n c e  s h o w i n g  w h e t h e r  
B u t c h e r  s e e s  t h e  M o o r  i n  a  n e g a t i v e  l i g h t .  H i s  e s s a y  s i m p l y  d e a l s  w i t h  
i d e n t i t y  a n d  d o e s  n o t  v e n t u r e  t o  a n s w e r  a n y  q u e s t i o n s  r e g a r d i n g  t h e  
p r e s e n c e  o r  a b s e n c e  o f  r a c e  a s  a  r e a s o n  f o r  t h e  t r a g e d y .  H o w e v e r ,  h e  d o e s  
m a i n t a i n  t h a t  O t h e l l o ' s  n o b i l i t y  i s  g e n u i n e  a n d  t h a t  S h a k e s p e a r e  d i d  n o t  g i v e  
t h e  M o o r  s u c h  a  n o b l e  i d e n t i t y  i n  o r d e r  t o  s u i t  p o p u l a r  c o n v e n t i o n s  o f  t h e  
s t a g e  h e r o ' s  r a n k .  B r a d l e y  d o e s  a r g u e  t h a t  g e o g r a p h i c a l  n a m e s  c a n  t e l l  u s  
n o t h i n g  o f  h o w  S h a k e s p e a r e  m i g h t  h a v e  i n t e n d e d  f o r  O t h e l l o  t o  b e ,  a n d  t h e  
O t h e l l o s  t h a t  w e  h a v e  c o m e  t o  k n o w  i n  r e c e n t  y e a r s  a r e  q u i t e  a  n e w  
i n n o v a t i o n  (  1 6 6 ) .  T h e r e  i s  n o  d o u b t  t h a t  O t h e l l o  i s  b l a c k  a s  c a n  b e  c l e a r l y  
d e t e c t e d  i n  t h e  p l a y  i t s e l f :  · a n  o l d  b l a c k  r a m ·  ( l , i , 8 8 ) ,  " Y o u r  s o n - i n - l a w  i s  
f a r  m o r e  f a i r  t h a n  b l a c k "  ( l , t i i , 2 9 0 ) ,  " t h e  s o o t y  b o s s o m / O f  s u c h  a  t h i n g  a s  
t h o u ·  ( 1 , 1 1 , 7 0 - 1 ) ,  a n d  O t h e l l o ' s  s e l f  a d m i s s i o n ,  " H a p l y ,  f o r  I  a m  b l a c k "  
( l l l , i i i , 2 6 3 ) .  W h i l e  B u t c h e r ' s  e s s a y  d o e s  s t a r e  a t  t h e  i s s u e  o f  r a c e ,  i t s  
i n v o l v e m e n t  i s  o n l y  w i t h  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t ' s  i d e n t i t y  a n d  d o e s  n o t  v e n t u r e  a n y  
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f u r t h e r  t h a n  t h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  O t h e l l o  a n d  b l a c k n e s s .  B u t c h e r  m a i n t a i n s  
t h a t  O t h e 1 1 o ' s  n o b i l i t y  i s  g e n u i n e  a n d  i s  n o t  s i m p l y  a  t h e a t r i c a l  d e v i c e .  
I n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  v i e w  o f  Othe/1~ t h e  m o d e r n  v i e w  
r e c o g n i z e s  t h e  h e r o ' s  c h a r a c t e r  a s  h u m a n  a n d  o f t e n  p l a c e s  i t  u n d e r  s c r u t i n y .  
P e r h a p s  h i s  v o l a t i l e  b e h a v i o r  r e s u l t s  f r o m  i n s e c u r i t i e s  s t e m m i n g  f r o m  h i s  
r a c e ,  a n d  p e r h a p s  i t  i s  s o l e l y  h i s  p e r s o n a l  n a t u r e .  P r o p o n e n t s  o f  t h e  
m o d e r n  v i e w  e x a m i n e  t h e  M o o r ' s  b e h a v i o r  i n  q u i t e  a  n u m b e r  o f  w a y s  a n d  
b r i n g  t o  l i g h t  i s s u e s  w h i c h  b e l i e v e r s  o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  s e e m  t o  i g n o r e .  T h e  
m o d e r n  v i e w  i g n o r e s  O t h e l l o ' s  n o b i l i t y ,  a n d  r a n k s  h i m  j u s t  a s  a n y  o t h e r  m a n .  
I n  o r d e r  t o  a d d  c r e d i b i l i t y  t o  O t h e l l o ' s  s i t u a t i o n ,  p r o p o n e n t s  o f  t h e  m o d e r n  
v i e w  d o  n o t  i g n o r e  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  O t h e l l o  i s  b l a c k ,  s u b j e c t  t o  t h e  w e a k n e s s e s  
a n d  i n s e c u r i t i e s  o f  a  b l a c k  m a n  i n  a n  a t t i t u d i n a l l y  a r c h a i c  w h i t e  c u l t u r e .  
D i f f e r e n t  v i e w s  o f  h i s  c h a r a c t e r  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  h i s  c o l o r  a r e  b r o u g h t  t o  
H g h t  a n d  i t  i s  h i s  c h a r a c t e r  w h i c h  i s  s e e n  a s  b e i n g  a t  l e a s t  p a r t i a l l y  
r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  h i s  d e s t r u c t i o n .  
B r a d l e y  b l a m e s  O t h e l l o ' s  i n s e c u r e  b e h a v i o r  o n  h i s  s u s p i c i o u s n e s s  
s t e m m i n g  f r o m  h i s  i g n o r a n c e  o f  f e m a l e  c h a s t i t y  a m o n g  E u r o p e a n  w o m e n .  
R o b e r t  H e i l m a n ,  i n  a  1 9 5 6  w o r k ,  H a g l e  i n  t h e  W e b ,  a s s e r t s  t h a t  O t h e l l o ' s  
h i g h e s t  p o i n t  o f  s e c u r i t y  c a n  b e  s e e n  i n  t h e  f i r s t  a c t ,  w h e n  h e  i s  c o n f i d e n t  
i n  b o t h  h i s  p o s i t i o n  a s  g e n e r a l  a n d  i n  h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  D e s d e m o n a .  A t  
t h i s  p o i n t  i n  t h e  p l a y ,  h e  i s  g u a r a n t e e d  o f  b o t h .  H o w e v e r ,  l a t e r ,  w h e n  h i s  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  D e s d e m o n a  b e g i n s  t o  f a l l  a p a r t ,  t h e  s e c u r e  a n d  c o n f i d e n t  
g e n e r a l  c o m m e n c e s  t o  f a l l  a p a r t  h i m s e l f .  H e  c e r t a i n l y  s e e s  h i s  p o s i t i o n  i n  
t h e  V e n e t i a n  a r m y  a n d  t h e  l o v e  t h a t  D e s d e m o n a  h a s  f o r  h i m  a s  p i l l a r s  o f  
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s t r e n g t h  i n  a  s o c i e t y  w h i c h  h e  c o n s i d e r s  h i m s e l f  i n f e r i o r  (  1 4 0 ) .  T h e  
s y m b o l s  w h i c h  i d e n t i f y  h i m  a s  e q u a l  t o  o t h e r  V e n e t i a n s  a r e  h i s  
a c h i e v e m e n t s  r e g a r d i n g  h i s  l e a d e r s h i p  a n d  t h e  w o m a n  w h o  i s  t o  s h a r e  h i s  
l i f e  w i t h  h i m .  T h i s  i s  p r o b a b l y  n o t  t h e  w a y  V e n e t h m  s o c i e t y  s e e s  h i m ,  b u t  
t h e  w a y  h e  t h i n k s  t h e  s o c i e t y  s e e s  h i m .  
I n  i n v e s t i g a t i n g  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t ,  H o o v e r  J o r d a n ,  i n  a n  
a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d  " D r a m a t i c  I l l u s i o n  i n  O t h e l l o "  {  1 9 5 0 ) ,  d i s c u s s e s  O t h e l l o ' s  
c h a r a c t e r .  A l t h o u g h  J o r d a n ' s  w o r k  d o e s  n o t  a d d r e s s  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  r a c e  
s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  c e r t a i n  i s s u e s  r e l a t e d  t o  r a c e  d o  s u r f a c e  a s  a n  a f t e r t h o u g h t .  
H e  a s k s  b l a t a n t l y ,  " i s  O t h e l l o  s t u p i d ? "  P u t t i n g  s o  m u c h  t r u s t  i n  l a g o  s o  
f r e e l y  { w h o  t u r n s  o u t  t o  b e  t h e  v e r y  w r o n g  m a n  t o  t r u s t ) ,  O t h e l l o ' s  e r r o r  
d o e s  n o t  c o n s i s t  o f  a  f a i l u r e  t o  r e c o g n i z e  e v i l ,  b u t  r a t h e r ,  h i s  f a i l u r e  t o  s e e  
i t  i n  I  a g o  (  1 4 7 ) .  C a n  t h i s  t r a i t ,  t h e n ,  b e  r e g a r d e d  a s  r a c i a l l y - b a s e d  - - t h e  
i n a b i l i t y  t o  r e c o g n i z e  d a n g e r ?  B r a d l e y  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  i t  i s  n o t  a  s i g n  o f  
s t u p i d i t y  o n  O t h e l l o ' s  p a r t .  F u r t h e r ,  h e  c l a i m s  t h a t  O t h e l l o ' s  o p i n i o n  o f  
l a g o  i s  t h e  s a m e  a s  e v e r y o n e  e l s e ' s ,  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  h e  i s  n o t h i n g  b u t  " h o n e s t ·  
(  1 6 0 ) .  
T h r o u g h  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  t h e  p l a y ,  O t h e l l o  s e e s  i n  I  a g o  o n l y  h i s  " h o n e s t "  
s e l f  a n d  c a n n o t  s e e  t h e  s c h e m i n g  a n d  m a n i p u l a t i n g  s i d e .  l a g o  r e c o g n i z e s  
t h i s  a s p e c t  o f  O t h e l l o  a n d  t a k e s  f u l l  a d v a n t a g e  o f  i t  a n d  e x e c u t e s  h i s  p l o t .  
B r a d l e y  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h r o u g h  t h e  p l a y ,  a l l  t h e  t w i s t s  a n d  t u r n s  h a p p e n  
t o t a l l y  b y  c h a n c e .  I n  a  w a y ,  " f a t e  t a k e s  s i d e s  w i t h  v i l l a i n y , ·  h e  a d d s  ( 1 5 2 ) .  
E v e n  i f  O t h e l l o  c a n  b e  v i e w e d  a s  s t u p i d  f o r  n o t  q u e s t i o n i n g  t h e  t r u t h  o f  
l a g o · s  c l a i m s ,  t h e r e  i s  v i r t u a l l y  n o t h i n g  h e  c a n  d o  t o  a v o i d  t h e  f a t e  a l r e a d y  
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i n  s t o r e  f o r  h i m s e l f .  A l t h o u g h  J o r d a n  g o e s  t o  g r e a t  l e n g t h  e x p o u n d i n g  o n  
O t h e l l o ' s  c h a r a c t e r ,  t h e r e  i s ,  h o w e v e r ,  n o  m e n t i o n  o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  h i s  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  h i s  r a c e .  H i s  e s s a y  a l m o s t  s e e m s  t o  i g n o r e  
t h e  f a c t  t h a t  S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  h e r o  i s  a  b l a c k  m a n .  R a t h e r ,  t h e  e n e r g y  
d i r e c t e d  t o w e r d  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  i s  c o n c e n t r a t e d  o n  h i s  s t u p i d i t y  a n d  f a i l u r e  
i n  r e c o g n i z i n g  l a g o · s  p l o t  i n  t h e  m a k i n g ,  a n d  t h e  e a s e  w i t h  w h i c h  l a g o  m a k e s  
h i m  a n  a c t i v e  p a r t n e r  i n  t h e  p l o t .  I t  i s  a l s o  r a t h e r  i r o n i c ,  a s  J o r d a n  c l a i m s ,  
t h a t  a  m i l  H a r y  g e n e r a l  o f  s u c h  r e p u t e  i n  t h e  f i e  1  d  o f  w a r  d o e s  n o t  s e e  t h e  
t r u t h  a b o u t  I  a g o  e s p e c i a l l y  a f t e r  h a v i n g  w o n  s o  m a n y  b a t t l e s  f o r  V e n i c e .  I t  
i s  n o t  c l e a r  w h e t h e r  J o r d t m  s e e s  t h i s  s i m p l y  a s  a  p l a n n e d  i r o n y  o n  
S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  p a r t ,  o r  w h e t h e r  t h i s  f e a t u r e  o f  O t h e l l o  m a t c h e s  B r a d l e y ' s  
c l a i m s  a b o u t  " O r i e n t a l  p e o p l e s ·  a n d  t h e  s u s p i c i o u s n e s s  r e g a r d i n g  f e m a l e  
c h a s t i t y .  O t h e l l o ' s  p o s i t i o n  a s  m i l i t a r y  g o v e r n o r  o f  C y p r u s  i n d i c a t e s ,  
b e y o n d  a  d o u b t ,  h i s  a p t i t u d e  i n  t h e  f i e l d  o f  m i l i t a r y  t a c t i c s  a n d  s t r a t e g y ,  
a n d  y e t ,  w h e n  i t  c o m e s  t o  h i s  p e r s o n a l  l i f e ,  h e  i s  t r u l y  i n e p t .  I n  H e i l m a n ' s  
v i e w ,  O t h e l l o  h a s  a  " f i n e  b u t  s i m p l e  · e x t r o v e r t '  n a t u r e ,  s u i t e d  f o r  a c t i o n  b u t  
n o t  f o r  p e r c e p t i o n  a n d  r e f l e c t i o n "  (  1 3 8 ) .  S u r e l y ,  t h i s  c a n  s i m p l y  b e  
c o n s i d e r e d  a s  a  h u m a n  t r a i t  a n d  n o t  d e p e n d e n t  o n  h i s  A f r i c a n  b i r t h ,  a s  
J o r d a n  f a i l s  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h .  S o m e  p e o p l e  m i g h t  b e  " b o o k  s m a r t , "  a n d  y e t ,  
· c o m m o n  s e n s e  s t u p i d . "  B u t  a s  H e l l m a n  f u r t h e r  w r i t e s ,  O t h e l l o ' s  b e h a v i o r  
a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  l a g o ' s  i n s t i g a t i o n s  i n  t h e  t h i r d  a c t  c a n  b e  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  m a n y  
r e a s o n s ,  a n d  c a n n o t  b e  b l a m e d  s i m p l y  o n  h i s  a l i e n  r a c e  a l t h o u g h  h i s  a l i e n  
r a c e  m i g h t  i n d e e d  b e  a n  i m p o r t a n t  r e a s o n .  H e i l m a n  s e e s  O t h e l l o ' s  r a c e  a s  a  
d i s a b i l i t y ,  c o n s i d e r i n g  s o c i e t a l  a t t i t u d e s  r e g a r d i n g  B l a c k s  a t  t h e  t i m e ,  b u t  
h e  d o e s  n o t  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  p l a y  s h o u l d  b e  s e e n  o n l y  t h r o u g h  r a c i a l  t e r m s .  
1 6  
A n o t h e r  s i d e  o f  O t h e 1 1 o  w h i c h  c a n n o t  b e  o v e r l o o k e d  i n  c o n s i d e r i n g  h i s  
p e r s o n a H t y  i s  h i s  m i l i t a r y  t r a i n i n g  w i t h  a l l  i t s  i m p H c a t i o n s  r e g a r d i n g  
h o n o r ,  d u t y ,  a n d  d i g n i t y .  I n  a  1 9 5 8  a r t i c l e  b y  J o h n  A r t h o s ,  " T h e  F a l l  o f  
O t h e l l o , ·  t h i s  i s  p r e c i s e l y  t h e  f o c u s  o f  d i s c u s s i o n .  B e i n g  o u t s i d e  V e n e t i a n  
c u l t u r e ,  O t h e l l o ' s  a c h i e v e m e n t  o f  a  h i g h  r a n k  m u s t  h a v e  b e e n  a  d i f f i c u l t ,  H  
n o t  a  v i r t u a l l y  i m p o s s i b l e ,  t a s k .  H o w e v e r ,  i n  a c h i e v i n g  s u c h  a  h i g h  p o s i t i o n  
o f  r e s p o n s i b i H t y ,  w e  c a n  a l s o  a s s u m e  O t h e l l o ' s  h i g h  s e n s e  o f  s e l f - p r i d e  a n d  
s e  1  f  - a s s u r a n c e .  
I n  t h i n k i n g  o f  t h e  d o w n f a l l  o f  O t h e l l o ,  o n e  i s  d r a w n  t o  c o n s i d e r  
c e r t a i n  m a t t e r s  c o n c e r n i n g  t h e  r o l e  o f  h o n o r  i n  t h i s  p l a y ,  a n d  
a l s o  t o  c o n t e m p l a t e  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  i s  i n  a  c e r t a i n  s e n s e  p r i o r  
t o  t h a t ,  t h e  i d e a  o f  t h e  i n t e g r i t y  o f  t h e  s e l f .  ( 9 5 )  
P e r h a p s  t h e  i s s u e  o f  r a c e  i s  n o t  d i s c u s s e d  i n  i t s  s t r i c t e s t  s e n s e  i n  t h i s  
e s s a y ,  b u t  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  b r o u g h t  f o r t h  b y  t h e  i d e a  o f  a  b l a c k  g e n e r a l  i n  a  
w h i t e  c u l t u r e  i n  a n t i q u i t y  i s  q u i t e  a  p r o v o c a t i v e  o n e .  A s  A r t h o s  f u r t h e r  
c l a i m s ,  " t h e r e  i s  e g o t i s m ,  h e r e ,  t o o ,  a n d  a  s e l f i s h n e s s  t h a t  m a k e s  O t h e l l o ' s  
l o v e  l e s s  p u r e  t h a n  D e s d e m o n a ' s  . . . . . .  ( 9 8 )  U p o n  t h e  s l i g h t e s t  s u s p i c i o n  
t h a t  h i s  l i v e l i h o o d  i s  b e i n g  t h r e a t e n e d ,  O t h e l l o  r u s h e s  t o  f i g h t  t h e  s o u r c e ,  
q u i c k l y  t r y i n g  t o  s a v e  f a c e  w h e n  s o  m u c h  i s  a t  s t a k e .  O t h e l l o ' s  v i e w  o f  h i s  
r e p u t a t i o n  e n c o m p a s s e s  n o t  o n l y  h i s  p o p u l a r  i m a g e  a s  a  l e a d e r ,  b u t  
e s p e c i a l l y  h i s  l o v e  l i f e  w i t h  D e s d e m o n a .  I n  h i s  a s s i m i l a t i o n  i n t o  V e n e t i a n  
c u l t u r e ,  D e s d e m o n a  a c t s  a s  t h e  f i n a l  t o u c h ,  a n d  t h i s  l o v e  i s  p r o o f  p o s i t i v e  o f  
h i s  v i c t o r y  n o t  o n l y  i n  t h e  f i e l d s  o f  b a t t l e ,  b u t  e s p e c i a l l y  w h e n  h i s  a l i e n  
r a c e  i s  c a l l e d  t o  q u e s t i o n .  
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O t h e l l o ' s  r e a s o n s  f o r  h i s  m a r r i a g e  t o  D e s d e m o n a  c a n n o t  b e  d e t e r m i n e d  
w i t h  a n y  d e g r e e  o f  c e r t a i n t y ,  b u t  i f  h i s  m a r r i a g e  w e r e  b a s e d  o n  l o v e ,  s u c h  a  
q u i c k  a n d  u n i n v e s t i g a t e d  s u s p i c i o n  c o u l d  n o t  h a v e  o c c u r r e d ,  a n d  ! a g o ' s  p l o t  
w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  f o i l e d  f r o m  t h e  v e r y  b e g i n n i n g .  A s  H e i l m a n  c l a i m s ,  
t h i s  i s  n o t  t o  s a y  t h a t  h e  h a d  n o  f e e l i n g s  f o r  D e s d e m o n a ,  b u t  h e  
s i n g u l a r l y  r e m i n d s  u s  o f  t h e  a c t o r  f a l l i n g  i n  l o v e  w i t h  h i s  
a u d i e n c e :  h e  p l a y e d  h i s  · d a n g e r s , ·  s h e  l o v e d  · h i m ·  f o r  t h e m ,  
· A n d  I  l o v ' d  h e r  t h a t  s h e  d i d  p l t y  t h e m :  (  1 4 1 )  
I n  e s s e n c e ,  t h e  r e a s o n  t h a t  h e  l o v e s  D e s d e m o n a  i s  b e c a u s e  s h e  p i t i e s  h i m .  
A n d  i f  t h i s  i s  t h e  c a s e ,  t h e  i m p e t u s  f o r  b o t h  h i s  a n d  h e r  l o v e  i s  u t t e r l y  
r i d i c u l o u s ,  e v e n  p a t h e t i c .  H e l l m a n  a l s o  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  " t h e r e  i s  a  h i n t  o f  
l a t e n t  s e l f - p i t y ·  p r e v a l e n t  i n  O t h e l l o .  T h u s ,  t h e  l o v e  b e t w e e n  t h e m  i s ,  a t  
b e s t ,  q u e s t i o n a b l e .  I n s t e a d  o f  q u e s t i o n i n g  t h e  p r o b l e m  a t  t h e  s o u r c e  o f  
s u s p i c i o n ,  O t h e l l o  i s  q u i c k  t o  b e l i e v e  w h o l l y  i n  h i s  e n s i g n  a n d  c l o s e s t  
c o n f i d a n t ,  t h e  o n l y  o n e  w h o  e v e n  k n o w s  o f  t h e  c r i s i s ,  k e e p i n g  t h e  k n o w l e d g e  
w e l l  t o  h i m s e l f .  A r t h o s  a r g u e s  t h a t  i n  o r d e r  t o  m a i n t a i n  u t m o s t  p r i v a c y  i n  
t h e  m a t t e r ,  O t h e 1 1 o  r u s h e s  t o  · c u t  o f f  t h e  c a u s e  o f  t h e  p a i n "  (  1  0 0 )  a s  s w i f t l y  
a n d  a s  p r i v a t e l y  a s  p o s s i b l e .  F u r t h e r ,  A r t h o s  d o e s  n o t  s e e  D e s d e m o n a ' s  
a l l e g e d  i n f i d e l i t y  a s  t h e  s o l e  c a u s e  o f  O t h e 1 1 o ' s  p a i n .  R a t h e r ,  h e r  a l l e g e d  
i n f i d e l i t y  a c t s  a s  a n  a s s a u l t  o n  h i s  h o n o r .  l h e  c o n f u s i o n s  o f  j e a l o u s y  a n d  
l u s t  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  c r u e l t y  o f  h i s  t r e a t m e n t  o f  D e s d e m o n a ,  b u t  t h e  
i m p e t u s  i s  o r i g i n a l l y  s o l d i e r l y  a n d  s a c r a m e n t a l ·  ( 9 9 ) ,  a n d  · f o l l y  a n d  
j e a l o u s y  a n d  h u r t  c o r r u p t  h i s  l o v e  a s  a m b i t i o n  n e v e r  c o r r u p t s  h i s  o t h e r  
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o b l i g a t i o n s ,  b u t  H i s  n o t  t h e  v i c e s  f i n a l l y  t h a t  J e d  h i m  t o · t h i n k  o f  k i 1 1 i n g  
D e s d e m o n a  e v e n  t h o u g h  h e  I  o a t h e s  h e r ,  b u t  h o n o r  .  .  .  .  "  (  1  0 3 )  T h e  " h o n o r "  
t h a t  A r t h o s  i s  a l l u d i n g  t o  h e r e  m a y  t a k e  t h e  g u i s e  o f  o n e  o f  t w o  t h i n g s ,  
e i t h e r  t h e  h o n o r  o f  a  m i l i t a r y  l e a d e r ,  o r  t h e  h o n o r  O t h e 1 1 o  a c h i e Y G d  a g  a  
b l a c k  m a n  a m o n g  w h H e  m e n  a n d  w h i t e  v a l u e s .  A l t h o u g h  l t  i s  n o t  m e n t i o n e d  
o u t r i g h t ,  A r t h o s '  e s s a y  l e a d s  m e  t o  b e l i e v e  t h e  l a t t e r  o f  t h e  t w o .  I f  
D e s d e m o n a  i s  s e e n  a s  a  p r i z e  p o s s e s s e d  b y  a  b l a c k  m a n ,  t h e n ,  O t h e 1 1 o ' s  h o n o r  
i s  i n s u l t e d  a s  s o o n  a s  h i s  r i g h t  t o  t h i s  " p o s s e s s i o n ·  i s  t h r e a t e n e d .  
T h r o u g h  a  d r a s t i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  a n a l y s i s  o f  O t h e l l o ' s  c h a r a c t e r ,  
" D i a b o l i c a l  I m a g e s  i n  O t h e l l o "  (  1 9 5 2 ) ,  5 .  L .  B e t h e l l  d i s c u s s e s  t h e  i m a g e r y  
i n  S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  w r i t i n g  w h i c h  b r i n g s  t h e  r e a d e r  b a c k  a n d  f o r t h  b e t w e e n  
h e l l  a n d  d a r k n e s s  i n  a n  e f f o r t  t o  m a k e  u s  s e e  t h e  t r u e  c h a r a c t e r s  o f  O t h e l l o  
a n d  l a g o .  B e t h e l l  a r g u e s  t h a t  t h e  h e r o ,  · o t h e l l o ,  i s  a  b l a c k  m a n ,  a s  
c a l c u l a t e d ,  i n  t h o s e  t i m e s ,  t o  i n s p i r e  h o r r o r  a s  I  a g o  t o  i n s p i r e  c o n f i d e n c e "  
a n d  t h a t  · o t h e 1 1 o  a n d  l a g o  a r e  i n  a p p e a r a n c e  t h e  e x a c t  o p p o s i t e  o f  t h e i r  
n a t u r e s "  ( 7 2 ) .  A l t h o u g h  B e t h e l l  g o e s  o n  t o  d e f e n d  O t h e 1 1 o ,  c l a i m i n g  t h a t  
e v e n  t h o u g h  l a g o  d o e s  s a y ,  " I  a m  y o u r s  f o r e v e r . ·  t o  O t h e l l o  i n  t h e  t h i r d  a c t ,  
i t  i s  O t h e l l o ,  i r o n i c a l l y ,  w h o  h a n d s  h i s  s o u l  t o  I  a g o  f o r  k e e p i n g  ( 7 5 )  - -
r e m i n i s c e n t  o f  B r a d l e y ' s  c l a i m s  a b o u t  t h e  s i m i l a r i t y  b e t w e e n  l a g o  a n d  
G o e t h e ' s  M e p h i s t o p h e l e s .  O t h e l l o  i s  a  g o v e r n o r  o f  a  V e n e t i a n  c o l o n y  w i t h  
l a g o  n o t  a s  a  l i e u t e n a n t ,  b u t  r a t h e r ,  a n  e n s i g n  - - a  m e r e  s e r v a n t  t o  t h e  
g r e a t  g e n e r a l .  A l t h o u g h  l a g o  p l a y s  t h e  p a r t  o f  t h e  s u b o r d i n a t e  e n s i g n ,  h e  
n e v e r t h e l e s s  h a s  O t h e l l o  a s  h i s  s e r v a n t .  W h a t  d o e s  t h i s  s a y  a b o u t  O t h e l l o ?  
B e t h e l l  o b v i o u s l y  r e c o g n i z e s  t h e  e v i l  i n  a  w h i t e  m a n  i n  t h e  p a r t  o f  l a g o  a n d  
g o o d  i n  a  b l a c k  c h a r a c t e r ,  b u t  w h a t  a b o u t  t h e  g u l l i b i l i t y  o n  t h e  p a r t  o f  t h e  
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h e r o ?  I s  this~ then~ a  s i g n  o f  w e a k n e s s  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  r a c e ?  B e t h e l l  d o e s  
n o t  a d d r e s s  t h i s  i s s u e  d i r e c t l y  a l t h o u g h  h e  i s  q u i c k  t o  i m p l y  a n  a n s w e r .  
L i k e  B r a d l e y  w h o  s e e s  M e p h i s t o p h e l e s  i n  l a g o l  B e t h e l l  a r g u e s  t h a t  
t h e r e  i s  a  t r a n s f e r  o f  e v i l  f r o m ·  I  a g o  t o  O t h e l l o .  A t  t h e  o u t s e t  o f  t h e  play~ 
l a g o  e n g a g e s  m a n y  o f  t h e  d i a b o l i c  i m a g e s  i n  h i s  o w n  s p e e c h .  B e t h e l l  
c l a i m s  t h a t  i n  t h e  f i r s t  a c t  l a g o  u s e s  e i g h t  s u c h  i m a g e s  a n d  O t h e l l o  u s e s  
none~ a n d  i n  t h e  s e c o n d  act~ h e  u s e s  s i x  w h i l e  O t h e l l o  o n l y  u s e s  o n e .  T h e  
a c t u a l  c h a n g e  o c c u r s  i n  t h e  t h i r d  act~ w h e r e  l a g o  u s e s  o n l y  t h r e e  a n d  O t h e l l o  
e m p l o y s  n i n e  d i a b o l i c a l  i m a g e s .  Further~ i n  t h e  f o u r t h  act~ O t h e l l o  u s e s  s i x  
a n d  l a g o  u s e s  n o n e .  W h a t  t h e s e  s t a t i s t i c s  s e r v e  t o  s u g g e s t  i s  a  
t r a n s f e r e n c e  o f  t h e  d i a b o l l c a l  f r o m  l a g o  t o  Othello~ who~ b y  b e l i e v i n g  t h e  
d e c e i t  o f  l a g o l  b e c o m e s  h i m s e l f  H k e  l a g o l  H  n o t  m o r e  c o r r u p t .  B e t h e l l  
d o e s  n o t  m a k e  a  j u d g m e n t  a s  t o  w h e t h e r  t h i s  w a s  p a r t  o f  S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  
t e l e o l o g i c a l  d e s i g n  w h e n  h e  w r o t e  Othel/~ b u t  t h e  p o i n t  w o r t h  n o t i n g  i s  
t h e  e a s e  w i t h  w h i c h  l a g o  e x e c u t e s  h i s  p l o t  a n d  d e s t r o y s  a  m a n  w h o s e  y e a r s  
o f  m i l i t a r y  e x p e r t i s e  are~ i t  seems~ i n  v a i n .  O t h e l l o  i s  n o t  t h e  s a m e  
c h a r a c t e r  a s  t h e  dupe~ R o d e r i g o ,  w h o m  l a g o  c h e a t s  w i t h  g r e a t  e a s e  a n d  
e v e n t u a l l y  k i l l s .  B u t  O t h e l l o  s e e m s  t o  p o s s e s s  t h e  s a m e  g u l l i b i l i t y  a s  
R o d e r i g o  i n  t h a t  h e  i s  w i l l i n g  t o  b e H e v e  a n y t h i n g  u t t e r e d  b y  I  a g o .  W e  
u n d e r s t a n d  R o d e r i g o  a s  a  f l e e t i n g  character~ a s  l a g o ' s  ·gofer~· a  nobody~ 
whereas~ Othello~ o c c u p i e s  a  p o s i t i o n  o f  h i g h  r a n k  a n d  r e s p e c t .  B e t h e l l ' s  
e s s a y  m i g h t  b e  a n  e x c e l l e n t  s u r v e y  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  m e t a p h o r s  i n  
Othel/~ b u t  i t  a l s o  u n c o n s c i o u s l y  e q u a t e s  a  g r e a t  b l a c k  m a n  w i t h  a  l o w l y  
w h i t e  o n e  I  a n d  i t  f  a i  1  s  t o  r e c o g n i z e  I  i n  a  w a y ,  a  k e y  f a c t o r  w h i c h  i m p  1  i e s  t h e  
e a s e  w i t h  w h i c h  O t h e l l o  i s  c h e a t e d  o u t  o f  h i s  r e p u t a t i o n  b y  t h e  v e r y  s a m e  
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m a n  h e  t r u s t s  t h e  m o s t ,  h i s  " h o n e s t "  e n s i g n .  T h i s  l e a v e s  t h e  i m a g e  o f  t h e  
b l a c k  m a n  i n  a  v e r y  b a d  l l g h t  i n d e e d ,  a t  b e s t ,  e q u i v a l e n t  t o  a n  i n f e r i o r  m a n  
i n  s o c i a l  s t a n d i n g  i n  t e r m s  o f  i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  a n d  a t  w o r s t ,  a s s u m i n g  t h e  p l a c e  
o f  t h e  d i a b o l l c a l  l a g o .  
V e r y  m u c h  i n  a  m o d e r n  w a y ,  B e t h e l l  s a y s  t h a t  O t h e 1 1 o  i s  v u l n e r a b l e  t o  
t h e  m a n i p u l a t i o n s  o f  I  a g o ,  t h a t  a f t e r  a l l ,  O t h e l l o  i s  h u m a n .  H o w e v e r ,  h e  
d o e s  n o t  s e e  O t h e l l o  a s  b e i n g  a t  f a u l t ,  a n d  t h e  b l a m e  i s  s i t u a t e d  w h o l l y  i n  
I  a g o .  T h e  p r o b l e m  w h i c h  c o m e s  t o  m i n d ,  h o w e v e r ,  i s  t h e  e a s e  w i t h  w h i c h  
l a g o  e x e c u t e s  h i s  p l o t ,  c o n s i d e r i n g  t h e  s o c i a l  p o s i t i o n  o f  h i s  O t h e l l o  i n  
r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  d u p e ,  R o d e r i g o .  I n  e s s e n c e ,  O t h e l l o ' s  g u l l i b i l i t y  i s  e q u a t e d  
w i t h  R o d e r i g o ' s ,  w h e r e  l a g o  s t a n d s  w e 1 1  a b o v e  t h e  t w o ,  a n d  i n  a  w a y ,  r u l e s  
t h e m  b o t h .  I f  i n d e e d  B e t h e l l  i s  c o r r e c t  w h e n  h e  s a y s  t h a t  l a g o  i s  t o t a 1 1 y  
r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  t r a g e d y ,  w h a t  a r e  t h e  r e a s o n s  f o r  s u c h  m a l e v o l e n c e  o n  
l a g o ' s  p a r t ?  
I n  a  s e c t i o n  a l m o s t  e n t i r e l y  d e d i c a t e d  t o  t h e  v i l l a i n  l a g o ,  B r a d l e y  
c o n s i d e r s  t h e  r e a s o n s  b e h i n d  l a g o ' s  a c t i o n s ,  c l a i m i n g  t h a t  l a g o  i s  s i m p l y  a  
m a n  w h o  i s  o u t  t o  d o  h i m s e l f  j u s t i c e  f o r  m a y b e  a  n u m b e r  o f  r e a s o n s  (  1 7 4 ) .  
I n  a  w o r k  b y  B e r n a r d  S p i v a c k  o f  1 9 5 8  e n t  i t  1  e d  S h 6 J : e s p e 6 r e  B n d  t h e  A l l e g o r y  
o f  E Y i / ,  I  a g o  i s  i d e n t i f i e d  a s  a  r o m a n t i c  w h o  s h o u l d  h a v e  a  p l a c e  i n  o u r  
h e a r t s .  T h e r e  s h o u l d  n o t  b e  a n y  d i f f i c u l t y  i n  f i n d i n g  a  f o u n d a t i o n  f o r  h i s  
a c t i o n s  ( 4 ) .  B r a d l e y  a n d  S p i v a c k  a g r e e  t h a t  l a g o ' s  d e s i r e  f o r  j u s t i c e  i s  t h e  
r a t i o n a l e  f o r  h i s  m a l i c i o u s  p l o t .  F o r  o n e  t h i n g ,  I  a g o ' s  s u s p i c i o n  o f  O t h e 1 1 o ' s  
a f f a i r  w i t h  E m i l i a  i s  s u f f i c i e n t  f o r  s u c h  s t r o n g  h a t r e d ,  a l t h o u g h  a s  S p i v a c k  
p o i n t s  o u t ,  l a g o  d o e s  n o t  q u e s t i o n  E m i l i a  h e r s e l f .  T h e r e f o r e ,  i t  i s  b a s e d  o n  
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h e a r s a y .  A s  t o  t h e  l i e u t e n a n c y ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  B r a d l e y ,  t h e r e  i s  n o t h i n g  
t a n g i b l e  t h a t  s h o w s  C a s s i o ' s  s u p e r i o r i t y  o v e r  I  a g o  e x c e p t  f o r  w h a t  i s  s a i d  
b y  I  a g o  h i m s e l f  (  1 7 6 ) .  I n  e s s e n c e ,  h i s  h a t r e d  t o w a r d  b o t h  O t h e l l o  a n d  
C a s s i o  ( t h e  f o r m e r  e v e n  m o r e  s o  f o r  p a s s i n g  h i m  o v e r  f o r  t h e  l i e u t e n a n c y ) ,  
r e a l l y  h a s  n o  f o u n d a t i o n  a n d  m a y  b e  a  s i m p l e  c a s e  o f  e n v y  w i t h  r e g a r d  t o  
C a s s i o ,  a n d  a n g e r  w l t h  r e g a r d  t o  O t h e l l o .  I n  t h e  e n d ,  t h e  r e a s o n s  f o r  s u c h  a  
p r o f o u n d  h a t r e d  a r e  r a t h e r  w e a k  a n d  d o  n o t  h a v e  a n y  r e a l  f o u n d a t i o n ,  i f  
i n d e e d  a  s t r o n g  f o u n d a t i o n  i s  r e a l l y  w h a t  i s  n e e d e d  f o r  i m m e n s e  h a t r e d .  
S p i v a c k  c l a i m s  t h a t  l a g o ' s  r e v e n g e  i s  p u t  i n t o  a c t i o n  a t  t h e  s l i g h t e s t  
h i n t  o f  d i s h o n o r  t o  h i s  r e p u t a t i o n  ( o n e  w h i c h  h e  h a s  f o u g h t  h a r d  f o r ) .  w h i c h  
a l s o  a g r e e s  w i t h  B r a d l e y ' s  c l a i m  t h a t  w h a t e v e r  d i s t u r b s  o r  w o u n d s  h i s  
s e n s e  o f  s u p e r i o r i t y  i s  r e c e i v e d  w l t h  g r e a t  i r r i t a t i o n  a n d  c o n t e m p t  (  1 8 3 ) .  
W h a t e v e r  B r a d l e y  o r  S p i v a c k  m i g h t  h a v e  t o  s a y  a b o u t  t h e  " h o n e s t "  I  a g o ,  t h e y  
d o  n o t  s u g g e s t  t h a t  a n y  o f  h i s  m a l i c e  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  O t h e l l o ' s  r a c i a l  i d e n t i t y .  
H i s  h a t r e d  t o w a r d  O t h e l l o  c a n n o t  b e  c o n s t r u e d  a s  a n y t h i n g  b u t  t h e  n a t u r a l  
i m p u l s e  o f  a n y  m a n  w h o  h a s  b e e n  w r o n g e d  o r  t h i n k s  h e  h a s  b e e n  u n j u s t l y  
t r e a t e d .  B o t h  S p i v a c k  a n d  B r a d l e y  s e e m  t o  a g r e e  o n  t h i s  p o i n t  a n d  f a l l  t o  
s e e  l a g o ' s  m a l e v o l e n c e  a s  b e i n g  a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  O t h e l l o ' s  a l i e n  r a c e .  
H o w e v e r ,  w e  m u s t  n o t  o v e r l o o k  t h e  r a c i s t  i n s u l t s  o f  l a g o ,  R o d e r i g o ,  
a n d  B r a b a n t i o  t o w a r d  O t h e l l o  a t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e  f i r s t  a c t  a n d  ! a g o ' s  
a d m i s s i o n  o f  h i s  i n t e n s e  h a t r e d  t o w a r d  t h e  M o o r  e v e n  b e f o r e  t h e  d i s c o v e r y  
o f  h i s  r e a s o n s .  T h i s  i s  a  p o i n t  w h i c h  b o t h  S p i v a c k  a n d  B r a d l e y  s e e m  t o  
h a v e  o v e r l o o k e d  i n  t h e i r  a n a l y s e s .  A s  H e H m a n  p o i n t s  o u t ,  a n d  r i g h t l y  s o ,  
· o t h e l l o ' s  s c o p e  i s  l o s t  s i g h t  o f  i f  w e  c a n  u n d e r s t a n d  h i m  o n l y  b y  r a c i a l  
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p s y c h o l o g y "  ( 1 3 9 ) .  A f t e r  a n ,  t h e  s l a n d e r  a g a i n s t  O t h e 1 1 o  i n  t h e  f i r s t  a c t  b y  
l a g o  c a n n o t  b e  c o n s t r u e d  a s  a n y t h i n g  b u t  t h e  r a n t i n g s  o · f  a  m a n  w h o  f e e l s  
h i m s e l f  b a d l y  t r e a t e d  a n d  w h o  b e 1 1 e v e s  t h a t  h e  i s  j u s t i f i e d  i n  h i s  a c t i o n s .  
H o w e v e r ,  w h a t  e x c u s e  c a n  t h e r e  b e  f o r  a  m a n  w h o ,  t h r o u g h  h i s  
m a n i p u l a t i o n s ,  b r i n g s  a n o t h e r  m a n  t o  t h e  v e r g e  o f  i n s a n i t y ,  m u r d e r i n g  h i s  
w i f e ,  a n d  i n  t u r n ,  k i 1 1 i n g  h i m s e l f ?  J u s t i f y i n g  l a g o · s  a c t i o n s  w o u l d  b e  
s y n o n y m o u s  w i t h  j u s t i f y i n g  t h e  a c t i o n s  o f  a  s e l f - c o n f e s s e d  s e r i a l  k i l l e r !  
B y  i g n o r i n g  I  a g o ' s  a c t i o n s  a n d  b y  g i v i n g  t h e m  j u s t i f i c a t i o n ,  O t h e l l o  i s  s e e n  
t h r o u g h  t h e  m o d e r n  v i e w  i n  ~m e x t r e m e l y  n e g a t i v e  s e n s e .  A s i d e  f r o m  
s a y i n g  t h a t  O t h e 1 1 o  i s  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  w a y  t h e  t r a g e d y  u n f o l d s ,  i n s u l t  i s  
a d d e d  t o  i n j u r y  b y  i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  l a g o  i s  j u s t i f i e d  i n  h i s  a c t i o n s .  
T h e  d e c a d e  o f  t h e  1 9 5 0 s  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  t w o  s c h o o  1  s  o f  
t h o u g h t  o n  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  O t h e 1 1 o .  T h e  f i r s t ,  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l ,  i s  t h a t  h e  
r e m a i n s  n o b l e  a l l  t h r o u g h  t h e  p l a y  a n d  t h a t  h i s  c o l o r  s e r v e s  a s  a n  
e n d o r s e m e n t  o f  h i s  n o b i  1  i t y .  T h e  o n  1  y  t h i n g  h e  i s  g u i  1  t y  o f  i s  p e r h a p s  h i s  
i n n o c e n c e .  T h e  s e c o n d  v i e w ,  t h e  m o d e r n ,  s e e s  t h e  r e a s o n s  f o r  h i s  d o w n f a l l  
a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  s e r i o u s  d e f e c t s  i n  h i s  c h a r a c t e r  s u c h  a s  h i s  h a b i t u a l  f 1 1 g h t s  
f r o m  r e a l i t y ,  a n d ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  h i s  i m m e n s e  s e n s e  o f  p r i d e .  R a c e  i s  
a c k n o w l e d g e d  a s  a  p a r t i a l  r e a s o n  f o r  s o m e .  H e i l m a n  c l a i m s  t h a t  h i s  i n i t i a l  
s t u d y  o f  O t h e l l o  y i  e  1  d e d  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  v i e w ,  b u t  u p o n  c  1  o s e r  e x a m i n a t i o n  
o f  t h e  p l a y ,  t h e  s e c o n d  v i e w  b e c a m e  m o r e  a p p a r e n t  f o r  h i m .  T h i s  c a m e  
a b o u t ,  i f  b y  n o t h i n g  e l s e ,  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  s e e i n g  O t h e l l o ' s  b e h a v i o r  i n  d e a l l n g  
w i t h  h i s  s h o r t c o m i n g s  a n d  h i s  r a p i d  p e r s o n a l i t y  c h a n g e s .  H e l l m a n  i n s i s t s ,  
c o m m e n t i n g  o n  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  h e r o ,  t h a t  " t h e r e  i s  n o  m a s t e r  t e r m  f o r  
O t h e l l o  - - · n o b i 1 1 t y "  o r  " s i m p l i c i t y "  o r  " p a s s i o n a t e n e s s  u n d e r  c o n t r o l "  o r  
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" p r i d e "  o r  · r o m a n t i c  i d e a l i s m "  (  t  3 8 ) .  a l l  o f  w h i c h  c a n n o t  p o s s i b l y  b e  
r e n d e r e d  i n t o  e i t h e r  a  p o s i t i v e  o r  a  n e g a t i v e  c a t e g o r y  a l o n e ,  b u t  e a c h  h a v i n g  
i t s  o w n  p e r s o n a l i t y  w i t h o u t  e v e n  r e s o r t i n g  t o  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  r a c e .  
T h e r e f o r e ,  o n e  s a l i e n t  f e a t u r e  o f  O t h e 1 1 o ' s  d o w n f a 1 1 ,  i n  a  m o d e r n  v i e w ,  i s  
t h e  f a l l i b i l i t y  o f  h u m a n  n a t u r e .  
C l e a r l y ,  f o l l o w e r s  o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  v i e w  o f  O t h e l l o  s e e m  t o  i g n o r e  
O t h e l l o ' s  r a c e  i n  a n  e f f o r t  t o  e q u a t e  h i m  w i t h  p e r f e c t  n o b i l i t y  i n  e v e r y  
s e n s e ,  w h e r e  h e  i s  n o t  s u b j e c t  t o  t h e  d i v e r s e  i m p l l c a t i o n s  h u m a n  n a t u r e .  
T h i s  i s  a  r a t h e r  i d e a l l s t i c  w a y  o f  l o o k i n g  a t  t h e  h e r o  o r  e v e n  t h e  p l a y ,  f o r  
t h a t  m a t t e r .  S i n c e  O t h e l l o  i s  p e r f e c t  i n  e v e r y  w a y ,  i s s u e s  s t e m m i n g  f r o m  
h u m a n  n a t u r e  a n d  r a c e  a r e  o b s c u r e d ,  e v e n  d i s m i s s e d ,  a n d  w h a t  r e s u l t s  i s  a  
v i e w  w h i c h  s e t s  h i m  i n  a n  a l m o s t  g o d - l i k e  c a t e g o r y .  W e  m u s t  n o t  f o r g e t  
t h a t  O t h e l l o  i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  s u p p o s e d  t o  b e  h u m a n ,  a n d  s u b j e c t  t o  t h e  
w e a k n e s s e s  o f  h u m a n  n a t u r e  i n  a  w h i t e  s o c i e t y  d u r i n g  a  t i m e  w h e n  b l a c k s  
w e r e  Y i  e w e d  o n  1  y  w i t h  c o n t e m p t .  T h i s  g i  Y e s  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  a n  a d d e d  
d i s a b i l i t y .  T h e  m o d e m  v i e w  i g n o r e s  t h e  M o o r ' s  n o b i J i t y  a n d  i n v e s t i g a t e s  
h i s  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  a s  a  b l a c k  m a n  i n  a  w h i t e ,  e a r l y  m o d e r n  c u l t u r e .  T h i s  i s  
i n d e e d  e  m o r e  s e n s i b l e  w a y  o f  l o o k i n g  a t  t h e  p l a y  a n d  i t s  p r o t a g o n i s t ,  
c o n s i d e r i n g  t h e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  t r a g e d y .  
2 4  
C H A P T E R  2 .  T H E  1 9 8 0 s  
T h o u g h  a  g r e e t  d e a l  o f  c r i t i c i s m  o n  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  O t h e / I Q  d i d  c o m e  
o u t  o f  t h e  1 9 5 0 s  r e f l e c t i n g  i n  s o m e  d e g r e e  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t ' s  r a c e  a n d  r a c i a l  
identity~ a  g r e a t  d e a l  m o r e  c r i t i c i s m  c a n  b e  f o u n d  o n  o t h e r  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  
M o o r .  M o s t  c r i t i c i s m  i n  t h e  1 9 8 0 s  h a s  c o n c e n t r a t e d  o n  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  r a c e ,  
a n d  e Y e n  c r i t i c s  w h o  d o  n o t  f o c u s  o n  r a c e  e n g a g e  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  r a c e  a s  e n  
a s p e c t  o f  O t h e l l o ' s  c h a r a c t e r  w h i c h  c a n n o t  b e  i g n o r e d .  W h i l e  c r i t i c i s m  i n  
t h e  1 9 5 0 s  d e a l s  w i t h  t h e  h e r o  t h r o u g h  b o t h  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  e n d  t h e  m o d e r n  
Y i  e w ,  c r i t i c i s m  i n  t h e  1 9 8 0 s  i g n o r e s  t h e  t r e d i t  i  o n e l  Y i  e w  o f  O t h e / I Q  
a l t o g e t h e r .  N o t  o n e  e s s a y  e y e n  a p p e a r s  t o  e q u a t e  t h e  M o o r  w i t h  t h e  i d e e  o f  
p e r f e c t  n o b i l i t y  o f  c h a r a c t e r .  I t  i s  h i s  b e h e Y i o r e l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  w h i c h  
e r e  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  s c r u t i n y  i n  t h e  c r i t i c i s m  o f  t h e  r e c e n t  d e c a d e .  
A p p a r e n t l y ,  1 9 8 0 s  c r i t i c i s m  d i s p e n s e s  w i t h  t h e  u n f e a s i b l e  n o t i o n  o f  a  n o b l e  
M o o r ,  i d e a l  i n  e y e r y  w a y .  I n  1 9 8 0 s  c r i t i c i s m ,  t h e  i s s u e  o f  r a c e  i s  d e a l t  
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w i t h  d i r e c t l y  a n d  o p e n l y  a n d  i t  i s  t h i s  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  p l a y  w h e r e  w e  w i l l  n o w  
t u r n  o u r  a t t e n t i o n .  
T h r o u g h  t h e  m o d e r n  v i e w ,  t h e r e  a r e  t w o  f u n d a m e n t a l  w a y s  o f  l o o k i n g  
a t  t h e  t r a g e d y .  O n e  w a y  i s  t o  l o o k  a t  t h e  p l a y  i t s e l f  a n d  t o  c o n s i d e r  t h e  
i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  s u c h  a  t r a g e d y  a s  s o m e  c r i t i c s  o f  t h e  1 9 8 0 s  h a v e  e l e c t e d  t o  
d o .  T h e  s e c o n d  w a y  i s  t o  s c r u t i n i z e  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  h i m s e l f  i n  a  w a y  w h i c h  
e x a m i n e s  v i r t u a l l y  e v e r y  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  M o o r ' s  p e r s o n a l i t y  a n d  b e h a v i o r .  
B a r b a r a  E v e r e t t ,  i n  a  1 9 8 2  e s s a y  w h i c h  i n v e s t i g a t e s  t h e  o r i g i n  o f  
S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  M o o r ,  c l a i m s  t h a t  t h e  t r u e  r a c i a l  i d e n t i t y  o f  O t h e l l o  r e a l l y  
d o e s  n o t  m a t t e r  s i n c e  t h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  O t h e l l o  a s  b l a c k  w a s  n o t  c l e a r l y  
s e e n  u n t i l  a f t e r  t h e  R o m a n t i c  p e r i o d  (  1  0 6 ) .  P r i o r  t o  t h i s  p e r i o d ,  h e  w a s  
a n y  c o l o r  a n y o n e  p l e a s e d ,  a s  l o n g  a s  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  p e r m i t t e d  i s o l a t i o n ,  a  
f o r e i g n e r .  S h e  f u r t h e r  a r g u e s  t h a t  " t h e  M o o r  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  n e i t h e r  a n  
A f r i c a n  n o r  a  S p a n i a r d ,  b u t  a n  a c t o r  o n  s t a g e  p o r t r a y i n g  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  
a n y  c o l o r e d  E v e r y m a n  .  .  .  o u r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h o s e  e x p e r i e n c e s  w i l l  
d e p e n d  o n  h o w  w e  r e a d  t h e  w o r d s ,  a n d  w h a t  p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s  w e  b r i n g  a s  w e  
b e g i n "  (  1  0 7 ) .  E l d r e d  J o n e s ,  i n  O t h e l l o ' s  C o t l n t r y m e n  (  1 9 6 5 ) ,  a r g u e s  i n  t h e  
s a m e  v e i n :  
T h e  p o e t  u s e d  t h i s  b a c k g r o u n d  s e n s i t i v e l y ,  e x p l o i t i n g  i t s  
p o t e n t i a l i t i e s  f o r  s u g g e s t i o n ,  b u t  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e  m o v i n g  
a w a y  f r o m  t h e  s t e r e o t y p e s ,  s o  t h a t  i n  t h e  e n d  O t h e l l o  e m e r g e s ,  
n o t  a s  a n o t h e r  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  o f  a  t y p e ,  b u t  a s  a  d i s t i n c t  
i n d i v i d u a l  w h o ,  t y p i f i e d  b y  h i s  f a l l ,  n o t  t h e  w e a k n e s s e s  o f  
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M o o r s ,  b u t  t h e  w e a k n e s s e s  o f  h u m a n  n a t u r e .  ( 8 7 )  
T h e  a r g u m e n t s  o f  b o t h  J o n e s  a n d  E v e r e t t  i n d i c a t e  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  
S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  w o r k  a n d  t h a t  1 t  i s  n o t  m e r e l y  a  p l a y  w h i c h  p o r t r a y s  
n e g a t i v e l y  t h e  i m a g e  o f  a  h u m a n  b e i n g ,  r e g a r d l e s s  o f  h i s  r a c i a l  o r i g i n .  T h e  
p l a y  i s  r e a 1 1 y  m u c h  m o r e  c o m p l e x  t h a n  w h a t  m e e t s  t h e  e y e  a n d  e n c o m p a s s e s  
a l l  a s p e c t s  o f  h u m a n  n a t u r e ,  w h i c h  i s  p r o b a b l y  t h e  m o s t  r e a s o n a b l e  w a y  t o  
i n t e r p r e t  t h e  p l a y .  E v e r e t t ' s  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  t h e  p l a y  i s  a b o u t  a n y  c o l o r e d  
" E v e r y m a n "  a n d  J o n e s '  c l a i m s  a b o u t  t h e  " w e a k n e s s e s  o f  h u m a n  n a t u r e ·  l e a d  
u s  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  O t h e l l o ' s  n o b i l i t y  w a s  i n c o r p o r a t e d  i n t o  h i s  c h a r a c t e r  
s i m p l y  a s  a  t o k e n ,  n o t  r e p r e s e n t i n g  m u c h  e l s e .  I t  i s  n o t  i m p o r t a n t  w h e t h e r  
h e  i s  s a v a g e  o r  n o b l e  s i n c e  t h e  m a i n  i s s u e  i s  n o t  h i s  n o b i l i t y ,  b u t  h i s  a l l e n  
r a c e ,  e n d o r s i n g  t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  h u m a n  n a t u r e  e x i s t s  i n  a l l  r a c e s .  
W i t h  m u c h  t h e  s a m e  s e n t i m e n t s  a s  E v e r e t t  a n d  J o n e s ,  M a r t i n  O r k i n ,  i n  
a  1 9 8 7  e s s a y  e n t i t l e d  " O t h e l l o  a n d  t h e  P l a i n  F a c e  o f  R a c i s m , ·  g e t s  r i g h t  t o  
t h e  h e a r t  o f  r a c i s t  a t t i t u d e s  i n  t h e  p l a y .  I n  O r k i n ' s  o p i n i o n ,  O t h e l l o  i s  a  
p l a y  w h i c h  c o n t i n u e s  t o  o p p o s e  r a c i s m ,  t h e  s a J i e n t  p o i n t  b e i n g  t h a t  " n o b i l i t y  
a n d  v a l o r ,  l i k e  d e p r a v i t y  a n d  c o w a r d i c e ,  a r e  n o t  t h e  m o n o p o l y  o f  a n y  c o l o r "  
( 1 6 6 ) .  A g r e e i n g  w i t h  b o t h  J o n e s  a n d  E v e r e t t ,  O r k i n  a s s e r t s  t h a t  i t  i s  " t h e  
a b s e n c e  o r  p r e s e n c e  o f  r a c i s t  a t t i t u d e s "  w i t h i n  a  c u l t u r e  w h i c h  " i n e v i t a b l y  
d e t e r m i n e s  o n e ' s  r e s p o n s e  t o  O t h e l l o  . . .  •  {  1 6 6 ) .  B y  i g n o r i n g  r a c i a l  i s s u e s  
i n  O t h e l l o ,  w e  a r e  l e d  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  s u c h  i s s u e s  r e m a i n  h i d d e n  a n d  a  l a t e n t  
f o r m  o f  r a c i s m  p r e v a i l s .  
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O r k i n  d i s c u s s e s  t h e  i s s u e  o f  r a c i s m  i n  O t h e l l o  a n d  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  
w h o  a c t u a J l y  p o r t r a y  s u c h  r a c i s t  b e h a v i o r .  O n l y  t h r e e  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  
m e n t i o n e d ,  l a g o ,  R o d e n g o ,  a n d  B r a b a n t i o .  H o w e v e r ,  O r k i n  a r g u e s  t h a t  
w h e r e  B r a b a n t l o  i s  c o n c e r n e d ,  a l t h o u g h  l a g o  a n d  R o d e r i g o  
s u c c e s s f u l l y  m a n a g e  t o  e x p o s e  a n  e l e m e n t  o f  h i d d e n  r a c i s m ,  t h e  
f a t h e r ' s  g r i e f  i s  m i x e d .  H i s  p r o b l e m  i s  a s  m u c h  t o  c o m e  t o  a n  
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  f a c t  o f  h i s  d a u g h t e r ' s  d i s o b e d i e n c e  a s  H  i s  
t o  c o p e  w i t h  h i s  m i s g i v i n g s  a b o u t  h i s  s o n - i n - l a w ' s  c o l o r .  
( 1 6 9 )  
I  a g o  h o  1  d s  a  d i f f e r e n t  p  1  a c e .  O r k i n  b e  1 1  e v e s  t h a t  S h a k e s p e a r e  r e v e r s e s  
s t e r e o t y p i c a l  a s s o c i a t i o n s  a t t a c h e d  t o  c o l o r  a n d  " H  i s  I  a g o ,  t h e  w h i t e  m a n  
w h o  i s  p o r t r a y e d  a s  a m o r a l  a n d  a n t i - C h r i s t i a n ,  e s s e n t i a l l y  s a v a g e  t o w a r d s  
t h a t  w h i c h  h e  e n v i e s  o r  r e s e n t s ,  a n d  c y n i c a l  i n  h i s  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d  l o v e "  
(  1 7 0 ) .  I n  e s s e n c e ,  O r k i n  s u r v e y s  t h e  i s s u e  o f  c o l o r  w h i c h  h e  c l a i m s  a s  
S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  t o o l  i n  a s s e s s i n g  h i s  c o u n t r y m e n ,  m a k i n g  c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  w a y  
t h e  t r a g e d y  u n f o l d s  i s  n o t  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  a n y  f a u l t  o f  O t h e l l o ,  b u t  r a t h e r .  a  
f a u l t  o f  h i s  e n s i g n .  T h o u g h  w e  c a n n o t  t e l l  t h a t  t h i s  w a s  a c t u a l l y  
S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  d e s i g n .  h o w e v e r ,  t h e  p l a y  d o e s  s h o w  a  t e n d e n c y  f o r  t h e  
p r o t a g o n i s t  a n d  t h e  a n t a g o n i s t  t o  p o r t r a y  b e h a v i o r a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  i n  
o p p o s i t i o n  t o  t h e i r  p h y s i c a l  a p p e a r a n c e .  
I n  a  1 9 8 8  i l l u s t r a t e d  e s s a y  b y  P a u l  K a p l a n ,  p h y s i c a l  i m a g e s  o f  t h e  
p l a y  a r e  e x a m i n e d .  K a p l a n  a s s e r t s  t h a t  E u r o p e a n s  t e n d e d  t o  p o r t r a y  O t h e l l o  
i n  p a i n t i n g s  o f  t h e  m u r d e r  s c e n e  i n  o r d e r  t o  e m p h a s i z e  t h e  h a t r e d  i n  t h e  
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M o o r ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  l o v e  (  1 8 5 ) .  O t h e l l o ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  J o v e  i s  
i g n o r e d  a s  p a i n t i n g s  o f  J o v e  s c e n e s  a r e  v e r y  s c a r c e  i n d e e d .  H o w e v e r ,  i n  a  
p a i n t i n g  b y  a n  I t a l i a n  R e n a i s s a n c e  p a i n t e r ,  C a p e 1 1 o ,  O t h e l l o  i s  s e e n  i n  a  
p o s i t i v e  l i g h t ,  a n d  t h e  p a i n t i n g  s h o w s  t h e  t r u e  m e a s u r e  o f  h i s  e x p e r i e n c e  a s  
a  c a u s e  f o r  i n s t r u c t i o n  t o  D e s d e m o n a .  K a p l a n  a d d s  t h a t  e v e n  t h o u g h  t h e  
p a i n t i n g  c a n n o t  b e  i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  a  p a r t i c u l a r  s c e n e  f r o m  t h e  p l a y ,  t h e  
c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  b e t w e e n  C a p e l l o ' s  p a i n t i n g  a n d  t h e  p l a y  c o u l d  n o t  p o s s i b l y  
b e  c o i n c i d e n t a l .  N o  o t h e r  t e x t  o f  t h e  t i m e  h a s  a n  i n t i m a t e  m e e t i n g  
b e t w e e n  a n  o l d e r  b l a c k  m a n  w i t h  a  y o u n g e r  w h i t e  w o m a n ,  b e l i e v e d  t o  b e  
h u s b a n d  a n d  w i f e  i n  a  b e d r o o m .  A l t h o u g h  t h e  s o u r c e  c o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  
C i n t h i o ' s  n a r r a t i v e ,  t h e r e  i s  n o  m e n t i o n  o f  a  b e d r o o m  s c e n e  i n  C i n t h i e ' s  t a l e .  
A s  K a p l a n  s u g g e s t s ,  O t h e l l o ,  i n  m o s t  p a i n t i n g s ,  c a n  o n l y  b e  s e e n  i n  a  
n e g a t i v e  l i g h t ,  s i n c e  p o r t r a y a l s  o f  J o v e  s c e n e s  a r e  s e l d o m  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  a r t  
d e p i c t i n g  s c e n e s  f r o m  t h e  p l a y .  M o s t  p a i n t e r s  h a v e  c h o s e n  t o  p o r t r a y  
i m a g e s  o f  t h e  m u r d e r  s c e n e  i n  o r d e r  t o  e m p h a s i z e  t h e  h a r s h  r e a l i t i e s  
r e g a r d i n g  O t h e l l o ' s  b a r b a r i c  n a t u r e  i n  o r d e r  t o  e n f o r c e  c e r t a i n  s t e r e o t y p e s  
a b o u t  b  1  a c k  p e o p  1  e .  
M i c h a e l  N e i l l ' s  e s s a y  o f  1 9 8 9 ,  e n t i t l e d  " U n p r o p e r  B e d s :  R a c e ,  
A d u l t e r y ,  a n d  t h e  H i d e o u s  i n  O t h e l l o , "  i n v e s t i g a t e s ,  a m o n g  o t h e r  t h i n g s .  t h e  
i d e a  o f  t h e  b e d  a s  a  s o u r c e  o f  a n x i e t y  a b o u t  s e x  a n d  r a c e  p r e v a l e n t  i n  w h i t e  
c u l t u r e .  I n  m a n y  c a s e s .  t h e  b e d r o o m  s c e n e  h a s  b e e n  o m i t t e d  f r o m  t h e  p l a y  
i n  o r d e r  t o  a v o i d  o f f e n d i n g  t h e  v i e w i n g  a u d i e n c e .  H o w e v e r .  a s  N e i l l  c l a i m s ,  
t h e  c u r t a i n  t h a t  h i d e s  t h e  b e d  i s  o p e n e d  a t  t h e  v e r y  l a s t  s c e n e  e x p o s i n g  
D e s d e m o n a ' s  c o r p s e  i n  a  w a y  w h i c h  w o u l d  · g r a n t  t h e  a u d i e n c e ' s  t e r r i b l e  
c u r i o s i t y  a b o u t  a b s e n t  l o v e  s c e n e s  t h a t  d o m i n a t e  s o  m u c h  o f  t h e  p l a y ' s  
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a c t i o n "  ( 3 9 0 } .  T h i s  c a n  b e  c o m p a r e d  t o  K a p l a n ' s  c l a i m  a b o u t  E u r o p e a n  
p o r t r a y a l s  o f  t h e  p l a y  i n  t h e  f o r m  o f  p a i n t i n g s ,  t h a t  o n l y  t h e  h i d e o u s  i s  
e x p o s e d  t o  t h e  v i e w e r ,  h i n t i n g  a t  t h e  b a r b a r o u s  s i d e  o f  t h e  b l a c k  h e r o  
i n s t e a d  o f  h i s  c a p a c i t y  t o  l o v e .  T h e  d e l i b e r a t e  o m i s s i o n  o f  b e d r o o m  s c e n e s  
i n  t h e  p l a y ,  a s  N e i l l  f u r t h e r  a d d s ,  a v o i d s  " o c u l a r  p r o o f  o f  a l l  t h a t  t h e  
a u d i e n c e  h a s  m o s t  d e s i r e d  a n d  f e a r e d  t o  l o o k  u p o n ,  e x p o s i n g  t o  c r u e l H g h t  
t h e  o b s c u r e  e r o t i c  f a n t a s i e s  t h a t  t h e  p l a y  b o t h  e x p l o r e s  a n d  d i s t u r b i n g l y  
e x c i t e s  i n  i t s  a u d i e n c e "  ( 3 9 0 ) .  I n  t h i s  w a y ,  N e 1 1 1  d o e s  n o t  a d d r e s s  t h e  
i s s u e  o f  r a c e  a s  f a r  a s  O t h e l l o  i s  c o n c e r n e d ,  b u t  h i s  a r g u m e n t  i n c l u d e s  a l l  
m a n k i n d ,  e m p h a s i z i n g  t h a t  l o v e ,  a s  m u c h  a s  h a t e ,  c a n n o t  b e  d e s i g n a t e d  t o  
i n d i v i d u a l  r a c e  g r o u p s .  B o t h  l o v e  a n d  h a t e  e x i s t  i n  a l l .  H i s  a r t i c l e  d o e s  
n o t  v e n t u r e  t o  m a k e  c l a i m s  a b o u t  O t h e l l o  o r  h i s  n o b i l i t y  o r  v u l n e r a b l l i t y ,  b u t  
h i s  c o m m e n t s  a r e  d i r e c t e d  t o w a r d s  t h e  p l a y ' s  a u d i e n c e ,  a n d  h o w  t h e  p l a y  
w a s  v i e w e d  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  r a c i a l  i s s u e s .  
N e i l l  g o e s  o n  t o  l o o k  a t  t h e  t w o  e x t r e m e s  o f  O t h e l l o  c r i t i c i s m ,  
e x a m i n i n g  a  w i d e  r a n g e  o f  o p i n i o n s  o n  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  r a c e .  A t  o n e  e x t r e m e ,  
N e i l l  s e e s  C o  1  e n  d g e  w h o  o n c e  w r o t e  o f  O t h e l l o  t h a t  " t h e  i d e  a  o f  a  b  1  a c k  
h e r o  w a s  u n a c c e p t a b l e  b e c a u s e  b l a c k n e s s  w a s  e q u i v a l e n t  t o  s a v a g e  h e r o i s m  
a n  i n t o l e r a b l e  o x y m o r o n ·  ( 3 9 2 ) .  C o l e r i d g e  a c t u a l l y  t h o u g h t  o f  g r a d a t i o n s  
o f  s k i n  c o l o r  a s  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  d i f f e r e n t  d e g r e e s  o f  " b a r b a r i t y , ·  
" a n i m a l i t y , ·  a n d  " p r i m i t i v e "  e m o t i o n ,  r e c a l l i n g  B r a d l e y ' s  c l a i m  t h a t  t h e  
" a s s i m i l a t e d "  M o o r  " r e l a p s e d "  i n t o  h i s  o r i g i n a l  c o n d i t i o n  o f  s a v a g e r y  w h 1 1 e  
u n d e r  g r e a t  s t r e s s .  N e i l l  o p p o s e s  O r k i n ' s  v i e w s ,  c l a i m i n g  t h a t  t h e  p l a y  
d o e s  n o t  o p p o s e  r a c i s m  a s  O r k i n  i n s i s t s ,  a n d  a s s e r t i n g  t h a t  " S h a k e s p e a r e  
w o u l d  s u r e l y  h a v e  b e e n  p u z z l e d  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h i s  c l a i m , "  a s  " i t  w o u l d  n o  
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more have been possi b 1 e for Shakespeare to oppose racism in 1604 . . . than 
for Marlowe to oppose anti-Semitism in 1590" (393). What Othello seems 
to incH~. Neill suggests, is a rethinking of racial values, "perhaps the first 
work in English to explore the roots of such fee1ing: Neill's article 
considers questions about race in terms of 1 ove, and how 1 ove is seen when 
it is shared by a black man and a white woman. 
Developing the topic of miscegenation, Karen Newman, in a feminist 
critique of Othello. claims that criticism from Coleridge, for instance, does 
not come from simply an intense hatred of colored people, but rather, from 
the mingling of a black protagonist with the white purity of Desdemona, 
stemming from "the white man's fear of the union of black man with white 
woman· ( 144). Newman observes that critics like Coleridge do not differ 
much from the vulgar characters of I ago, Roderigo, and Brabantio at the 
beginning of the first act, viewing such a marriage as unthinkable, and 
tarnishing the purity of such a union with verbal obscenities. As a 
precaution devised by the patriarchy, blacks were identified with the 
monstrous -- an idea which was endorsed by the emergence of travel 
literature prevalent at the time and from distorted stories claimed to be 
derived from holy scripture. As such, this racist attitude was 
"assimilated into the drama and culture of early modem England" ( 149). 
Women who transcend the norms of society, however, are bound to suffer, 
much like Desdemona who is "punished for her desire" ( 152), by a patriarchal 
society which condemns desiring women. In essence, Newman's opinion of 
Othello takes a simllar stand to that of Neill in that she believes that 
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we can reread Othello from another perspective ... that 
seeks to displace conventional interpretations by exposing the 
extraordinary fascination with and fear of racial and sexual 
difference which characterizes Elizabethan and Jacobean 
cut ture. ( 157) 
What Newman insists is that Othello's ruin is not simply a result of racist 
attitudes. but rather. of patriarchal attitudes concerning miscegenation. 
What seems to incite anxiety in the white man is not just the image of a 
black man. but also the unacceptable notion of miscegenation. Othello's 
downfall, then. is not as much the result of his racial difference, as it is his 
marriage to Desdemona, who has rejected Venetian suitors only to end up 
with a black man. 
Feminist criticism of Othello is given another dimension through the 
work of an Indian professor. Ani a Loomba, in her recent book, Gender:. R11ce,. 
Rent~issllnce Pr11m11 ( 1989). In a chapter titled ·sexuality and Racial 
Difference," Loomba addresses an idea also mentioned by Newman. that is, 
the subject of desiring women. In emphasizing similar patriarchal 
sentiments of modern day India, she asserts that college women are not 
allowed to deliberate reasons for "Desdemona's silence in the face of her 
husband's brutality,· because they could not understand the heroine's 
predicament as they had never been in love (39). Further, ·Othello thus 
became a sort of universal text of love, and love implied female passivity" 
(39). If a woman is not passive, then, she falls into the category of 
disorderly women and in terms of social standing, belongs in the same class 
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of people as that which she terms "racial others." Loomba draws also from 
two characters in Titus Andronictls where there are representatives of both 
in the characters of Tamora, "barbarous, most insatiate and luxurious 
woman,· and Aaron, the "irreligious Moor: Both are "embodiments of pure 
evil," and sex becomes the sole motivation of their "sordid" relationship 
(47). Loomba concludes that in TilliS Andronicus.. as well as in OthBilo, 
the central conflict of the play ... is neither between white 
and black alone, nor merely between men and women -- it is 
rather between the racism of a white patriarchy and the 
threat posed to it by both a black man and a white woman. 
But these two are not simply aligned against white patriarchy, 
since their own relation _cannot be abstracted from sexual or 
racial tension. (49) 
In a patriarchal society, women are either understood as submissive or 
wanton, rendering them at one of two extremes. "Racial others,· on the 
other hand, only belong to the negative side. For loomba, one way of 
looking at Othello, then, is not simply through conflicts associated with 
race, but inc 1 udes the undermining autocracy of patriarch a 1 society. 
On the subject of patriarchy, Naomi Scheman, in an essay entitled 
"The Engendering of Scepticism" ( 1987), claims that Othello's sex, rather 
than his race, seems to be the central cause of his downfall. Agreeing 
with Loomba, Scheman shows that understanding Othello is not simply a 
question of understanding race, but also of understanding the patriarchy On 
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this case, Venetian patriarchy). Scheman takes a somewhat different 
viewpoint, designating Othe11o's maleness and the egocentricity attached to 
it as the cause of his doom rather than the patriarchal values of his 
employers, as Loomba suspects. As Scheman writes, ·a is the fear or pain 
of victimization on the part of the man that leads to his victimization of 
women. It is those who perceive themselves to be powerless who may be 
incited to the acts of greatest violence" ( t 25). Essentially, when Othe11o 
discovers his powerlessness, his propensity for violence increases, 
especially in view of being humiliated by a woman. This is indeed a 
feminist way of looking at Othello's behavior, but unfortunately, it cannot 
possibly be construed as the ultimate reason for his destruction. Othello 
is simply blinded by romantic love and his case cannot be made exemplary of 
a11 males in the same predicament, as Scheman seems to be convinced. As 
Bradley asserts, sexua 1 jealousy ·brings with it a sense of shame and 
humiliation· ( 149). The rage which stirs in Othello upon his discovery of 
Desdemona's alleged infidelity is not simply a matter of the breach of his 
sexual superiority over his wife, but a culmination of several reasons of 
which Scheman·s assertion might only be a minor point. 
Regardless of how the play has been assessed, the common 
denominator is that many critics have come to the conclusion that Othello 
is not simply a play about race or the prevailing attitudes towards blacks in 
England during the Renaissance. Rather, their views on why Shakespeare 
elected to color the protagonist such a negatively connoted color bear little 
relevance to why the tragedy unfolds the way it does. There are many more 
complex reasons. Very much in the same light as both Jones and Everett, 
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Peter Davison, in a book simply entitled, Othello· ( 1988t argues that the 
hero could have easny been made white and the only reason Shakespeare 
gaYe him such a color was to add an element of intrigue to the play and an 
exotic touch to the hero. Davison further claims that the main reason for 
Othello's downfall is as a result of an age difference between him and his 
bride, and that society shuns such a union (63). By adding color to such a 
marriage, Shakespeare simp 1 y touches sensitive nerves in his viewing 
audience in order to bring about a higher degree of awareness within the 
biasses of his culture. As such, Othello's blackness serves only as a 
secondary issue rather than the primary issue i tse 1 f, which is age. 
The idea of the mismatched marriage (due to such a vast difference in 
age) may be an interesting proposition, but James Driscoll, in Identity in 
ShBJ:espeBrelln PrBmll, agrees with DaYison when he argues with slight 
variation that the key reason for Othello's ultimate destruction is indeed 
attributed to the age difference. "Old men are jealous of their young 
wives, because they fear in some important ways they are unworthy of 
them· (71). It does not matter whether Desdemona really thinks Othello 
unworthy of her love; what matters is social opinion. "If society deems 
the husband unworthy in any significant way, its negative evaluation will 
llnger in the shadows of his mind waiting for trying circumstances to call it 
forth." And it is this "shadow" which makes the hero susceptible to "doubt, 
jealousy, and violence" (71). Both Driscoll and Davison emphasize the role 
of age in the confllct in the play, and assert that the issue of race is 
"secondary," but this is a rather unrealistic way of looking at Othello. 
Perhaps there is some credibility to the significance of the age dHference, 
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but by aYoiding such a salient feature as Othe11o's color, and deeming 1t a 
"secondary" issue, a Yery important factor in determining the hero's 
downfall is neglected. As Orkin mentions in his essay, the lack of literary 
criticism about preYailing racist attitudes today actua11y supports ·racist 
doctrine and practice: The issue of age difference may be Yalid for some 
people whether cheracters in a play or in reality, but in terms of the 
cheracter of Othe11o, it is merely a small feature. 
In an essay by Janet StaYropoulous entitled "LoYe and Age in Othello," 
much attention is centered around the issue of age. She argues that, in the 
first place, neither one of them understands the other ( t 26). The marriage 
between Othello and Desdemona is against all traditional custom, and she 
further claims that "they haYe spurned nature's procedure for matching 
suitable partners both in terms of their age difference as well as their 
race· ( 126). Albeit society might shun such a matrimonial union according 
to customary tradition, howeyer, saying that it is against ·nature" is 
something that needs a great deal more substantiation. (Of course, 
StaYropoulous does not make explicit her meaning of "nature.") As long as 
there might be an element of loYe inYolYed in the relationship between the 
two characters, the age difference should not matter. But to say that it is 
against nature is to assume that one party to the marriage is human and the 
other is not. StaYropoulous further suggests that, in a sense, this might be 
Shakespeare's way of endorsing traditional Renaissance values regarding 
parental choice for marriag9. ~ogardJooo of whet thio claim might ontaiJ, 
StaYropoulous appears to be against the idea of miscegenation. Her 
attitude in determining the nature of Othello all through her essay is 
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nothing but that of condemnation. What is not determined, however, is 
whether her negativity really stems from his race or from his age. As 
Driscoll points out, Othello is noble, an egotist, and his emotional explosion 
stems from his fear of being cuckolded. Being cuckolded is a strong enough 
reason for him to erupt into a jealous rage. As Driscoll also claims 
(endorsing the weakness of the age difference theory), Othello, by marrying 
Desdemona, succumbs to Venetian culture, the culture of his employers. 
As such, in his own mind, he becomes an "honorary" white by the very act of 
marrying a white woman. "His intense attraction to her expresses, in part, 
then, an attraction to Venetian society that honors his nobility and heroism 
while abhoring his person· (81). Thus, Desdemona, to the eyes of Driscoll, 
is merely a symbol of Venice whose love is seen by the Moor as a means of 
recognition and very little else. This claim in itself is one which could be 
examined as racially based. Why would Othello want to become an 
"honorary" white if he does not feel himself inferior? Vet, by this very 
claim, another cause emerges as to why the play evolves the way it does, 
hinting at the fact that the true reason for the union is not based on mutual 
love, but some other complicated psychological reason. 
In "The Rhetoric of Character Construction· ( 1981 ), Giorgio Melchiori, 
discusses the symbol that Desdemona represents to Othello. Melchiori 
points out that • ... the Venetian Republic, which he [Othello] had the 
honor of serving and of which Desdemona had become the living emblem 
[was) his personal conquest. Desdemona's supposed betrayal was the 
betrayal of Venice ...... (65) Looking at Othello and Desdemona's 
relationship through Melchiori's view, Desdemona appears as nothing but 
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chattel which reassures Othello's honorary position in Venetian society. 
This may be relevant in the case of Othello, the black man in a white 
society. According to the black psychiatrist, Franz Fanon, who has done 
much study in the scope of cross-cultural marriages and also writes from 
personal experience, 
I wish to be acknowledged not as black but as white ... who 
but a white woman can do this for me? By loving me, she 
proves that I am worthy of white love. I am loved like a 
white man. I am a white man ... I marry white culture, 
white beauty, white whiteness. When my restless hands 
caress those white breasts, they grasp white c1v111zatlon and 
dignity and make them mine. (63) 
If the marriage between Othello and Desdemona were based on mutual love, 
many problems could be avoided. However, H the element of mutual love 
were missing from the very beginning, then, the marriage was doomed even 
without the necessary manipulations of lago. Of course, the elopement 
brings us toward an interpretation of their marriage as one of freely 
determined love; but with such great odds against them (one could be the 
age difference, and the other, race), it could not possibly last longer than it 
does. On the other hand, according to Eldred Jones, Othello and 
Desdemona's love is one with deep-rooted feellngs (95). This may be so, 
but what was the impetus of the love between the two characters? 
According to Othello, "She lov'd me for the dangers I had pass'd/ And I lov'd 
her that she did pity them" (I, Hi, 167-6). And according to Desdemona, 
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"That I did love the Moor to live with him/My downright violence and storm 
of fortunes/May trumpet to the world" 0,11i,250-2). It appears that their 
love towards each other is for different reasons. Othello's love is one of 
Desdemona's acceptance of him as a husband, and Desdemona's love is a kind 
of proud hero-worship of Othello. The reason behind Othello's love is, at 
best, questionable and its existence depends on her showing her affection 
first. Without her initiating it, the relationship could not have developed. 
Perhaps there is some credibility in Brabantio's claims regarding Othello's 
magic in winning his daughter's heart in the first act. 
Instead of accepting that his daughter falls in love with the Moor 
through usual means, Brabantio is quick to conclude that the Moor "has 
practiced on her with foul charms ... "{1,11.73). And yet, a11 through the 
play, Othello "practices" nothing but the sharpness of his tongue in all his 
affairs. As Bradley points out quite astutely, Othello is the true 
Shakespearean poet, regardless of how he acquired his eloquence. It is 
through this ability to speak proficiently that we are able to better 
understand the inner thoughts and feelings of the Moor. It would not be too 
presumptuous, then, to conclude that his "magic" lies with his ability to 
articulate his feelings. 
Antoinette Dauber, in "Allegory and Irony in Othello" (1988). agrees 
with the idea of the sharpness of Othello's tongue, especially in his defense 
of himself in the first act. But in terms of Desdemona, both Othello and 
Cessio go a little too far in their description of her and their compliments 
to her. Through their words, Desdemona is somewhat mystified, making 
----- ----
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her too good to be true, and thus vulnerable to the evn of I ago ( 125). 
Othello's tongue does not serve as a positive instrument, but rather, the 
contrary. It is almost asH the true value of Desdemona in Othello's mind 
is not her actual virtue, but the virtue which he himself makes up in his own 
mind. Thus, when the totality of the virtuous woman is threatened by the 
charges of I ago, then, all is bleak for Othello. As Dauber asserts, 
Othello keeps nothing in reserve, his faith riding on Desdemona 
alone. Just as her virtue is taken as a sign of heaven's 
goodness, so her dishonesty must point to its falseness. The 
formulation is devastating, because it holds the universal 
moral order hostage to Desdemona. If she proves false, good 
will be proven evll . . . . ( 131) 
In this sense, Othello's eloquence acts as one of his enemies. His ability to 
express himself is also, in a way, his abllity to imagine Desdemona as a 
woman of highest virtue, incapable of being flawed. Perhaps it is his 
tongue which wins him the heart of the gentle maiden, but by the very same 
token, it is his tongue which robs him of this very same entity. 
In a 1987 essay entitled ·speech and Self in Othello· by James 
Calderwood, the focus of attention is also on Othello's speech, from the 
outset of the play till the very end. He surveys Othello's patterns and 
quality of expression, stating that ever since the second scene of the first 
act, Othello puts full faith in his words in order to steer his way through 
the ups and downs of life. Othello is able to pacify the Venetian senate 
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upon Brabtmtio's charges. Through the course of the play, Othello's 
eloquence weakens commensurately with his unsoundness of mind as a 
result of I ago's instigations. Othe11o's great faith in words is peculiar in 
that he believes words must be exact and must bear truth. As long as there 
is doubt, he insists on ocular proof (297). His trust in the "honest" I ago is 
total and unshakeable. If lago is "honest," then, by his reports, the affair 
between Desdemona and Cassio cannot be anything but true. By the tlme he 
is granted ocular proof of his wife's infldelity, his eloquence slfps from the 
usual poetic form to mere babbling (297). At the death scene, he dismisses 
Desdemona's words by answering her prayers with "Amen· several times so 
that the deed of killing her could be done, each "Amen· acting as a period so 
as to expedite the matter of her punishment. Though Calderwood's essay 
examines, the true virtue of Othello through what he utters, H is one of the 
only essays in the 1980s which does not directly address racial issues. 
Perhaps Calderwood sees Othello's African race as simply a "given," and 
takes H as a fact which is responsible for the hero's actions. However, 
Calderwood does assert that words are so important to Othello because he 
is, after all, a stranger and "not privy to the world shared by Venetians; the 
soci a 1 order, habits, standards, expectations. • . . . Perfect 1 y natural, 
then, that he should situate as much meaning as possible in words .... • 
(30 1) Melchiori agrees with Calderwood in that Othello's decline in 
eloquence represents a decline in his state of mind (68). Upon his first 
appearance in the play, he seems a man of great words, although he denies 
his true verba 1 abi 1 it i es: "Rude am I 1 n my speech/ And 1 itt 1 e b 1 est with the 
soft phrase of peace." Melchiori says: 
-- ----------- --------- --------------·----~--
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Othe11o had been a master in the rhetoric of speech-making: 
his speeches were perfectly constructed, not the artificial 
exhibitions of the courtier wanting to show off his accomphsh-
ments, but the natural expressions of a bell ever in the art of 
rhetoric as the only means of civilized communication. (64) 
Calderwood beheves that Othello's speech falls as soon as his 
suspicion of Desdemomfs infidelity is activated by lago, but interestingly 
enough, in the last act, when he discovers the true virtue of his wife, his 
speech becomes as eloquent as H was in the first act. Melchiori claims 
that Othello's intermittent eloquence portrays the two sides of his 
character, the noble prince and the savage Moor (68). I ago, of course, 
serves to awaken the savage, who himself (lago) is a savage in disguise. 
Much in the same way as Orkin, Melchiori seems to be convinced that the 
whole moral behind the tragedy of Othello can be summed-up in view of the 
roles that both the protagonist and antagonist play. 
The color paradox extends beyond the ethical fleld to become 
the expression of the ambiguity of human nature within the 
context of the dialectical contrast between seeming and being, 
appearance and reality, which is the central theme .... (72) 
In this manner, the play is not one which identifies the hero as either 
a noble Moor or the master of his destiny (traditional or modern view) as 
many critics of the 1950s are convinced. In contrast, the subject of 
nobllity is not even mentioned here. Instead of pondering the question of 
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the Moor's nobility~ critics of the 1980s seem to believe that the play 
deserves much more credit than simply being interpreted in two 
fundamental ways. Many other facets such as Othello's age and male 
egocentricity are ca11ed to question as many other aspects of the Moor are 
examined. And one aspect of Othello which is never neglected is his color. · 
~--~-~--------- ---------~ ~.--~~----~ --
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CHAPTER 3. CONCLUSION 
What can we learn from a review of the critical climate surrounding 
Othello in the two decades separated by social changes? And how do 
social changes which emerge from the Civil Rights Movement bear on the 
play in question? Though some criticism of Othello did come out of the 
1950s I a great deal more was writ ten and pub 1 i shed in the 1980s. 
Although this could be construed as nothing more than a statistic~ interest 
in Othello has grown as Shakespearean criticism partakes in recent trends 
in social and cultural history. Discussion of race per se has gained 
acceptance in literary criticism. 
What is apparent is that there were two schoo 1 s of thought regarding 
the Moor during the decade 1950s and the decades prior to it. The first 
school~ which I have termed~ "the traditional~" can only see the Moor as 
noble~ incapable of any such behavior that would indicate otherwise. Seen 
in this light~ Othello represents pure good and his nobility of character 
44 
cannot possibly be responsible for his misfortunes. His blackness is 
ignored and any identification of his color is viewed positively, interpreting 
his rise to power as an incredible achievement for a black man. The tum of 
events which destroys him is regarded as external to his knowledge or 
design, situating the cause or causes elsewhere. Exemplary of an extreme 
traditionalist critic of the t 950s is Helen Gardner whose opinion of the 
Moor does not once question his personal inner conflicts and insecurities 
which might stem from his race. While it is true that Othello's position of 
power does indicate his professional aptitude, rendering him totally 
innocent of his unknowing duplicity with I ago's plot would be quite an 
idealistic way of looking at the Moor and the way the tragedy unfolds. At 
any rate, the Moor's racial identity, 1f seen at all, is seen only in a positive 
light and Gardner's treatment of this aspect of the hero is minimal. 
The second view of the Moor which I have termed, "the modern, n takes 
quite a different stand in interpreting Othello's actions. In the modern 
analysis, Othello is seen as the master of his destiny. His nobllity is 
ignored and what becomes the object of scrutiny is his behavior and how it 
is important in his self-destruction. The modern view addresses realistic 
issues about the Moor which encompass the realities of human experience. 
This view treats the Moor as if he were to actually exist, subject to 
thoughts and emotions, especially in relation to his race, his age On 
comparison to Desdemona's), and his pride as a black general among white 
subordinates. In this way, Othello is seen in a much more realistic light. 
--- - - ---- ------~----· ·-·----· ----- -
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Sitting on both sides of the fence, however, is Bradley who is 
basically a traditionalist in his views on Othello, but who, nevertheless, 
makes several assertions about the Moor which would indicate his 
prejudices about the hero's racial identity. His claim that Othello is 
essentially "a study of a noble barbarian ... who retains beneath the 
surface the savage passions of his Moorish blood ... " ( 1 56) serves only as 
a puzzle, especially in view of other assertions he makes about Othello that 
would confirm his essentially traditional view. Seeing this aspect of 
Bradley's argument on the surface would yield the opinion that Bradley sees 
the Moor through a dialectic, concluding that neither the traditonal, nor the 
modern view of the play could be construed as entirely correct. Instead, 
the hero should be seen through the eclectic integration of both views. 
However, upon closer examination of his position between the two views 
described here, several questions emerge. The term, "noble barbarian/' 
when seen in its literal sense is a contradiction. "Nobility" implies a 
sense of gentility and breeding, while "barbarian" implies quite the 
opposite, the lack of refinement, learning, and culture. How, then, can 
these two words complement each other when describing the same entity? 
Another question involves the meaning of Bradley's phrase, "the savage 
passions of his Moorish blood." What can be deduced from this 
observation? A literal interpretation would include certain attitudes 
inherent in Bradley's criticism, that the Moor is essentially a savage, and 
beneath the "thin crust of Venetian culture/' all the lustful, barbaric 
passions manifest themselves at the slightest threat. However, if Othello 
is noble, how can he be a savage or a barbarian? A viable way of looking at 
this question would be that Bradley meant this in a "tongue in cheek" 
-- --~·~··----- --·~--------~--- --- ---~---
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manner probably to hide the truth of his sentiments by claiming the nob11ity 
of the Moor, thus, rendering himself in the category of traditionalists. 
Critics must come to terms with the most obvious possibility for 
Othello's downfall, which is, complications arising from his insecurities as 
a black man in a white early modern culture. The implications of such a 
notion are far too strong to ignore. In contrast to 1950s criticism, most 
criticism of the 1980s does address the issue of race. Even those which do 
not. acknowledge Othello's color and racial identity as an integral part of 
the play. Some criticism of the 1950s totally ignores his racial identity 
as if his blackness is something which could be overlooked in analyzing the 
tragedy. As most critics of the 1980s would agree, racial identity should 
be the basis of analysis of the character of Othello and the way the play 
unfolds, bearing in mind the time that the tragedy was written, the time 
frame in which it was meant to have occurred, and the societal attitudes 
regarding race of both periods in question. A significant feature of 1980s 
criticism is the ease with which the issue of race is addressed, and even for 
the few essays which do not address the issue of race, Othello's racial 
identity is often taken as a fact which cannot be overlooked. Some, if not 
most, criticism of the 1950s implies that Othello's race is rather 
insignificant, and there are more important issues which deserve attention. 
As such, 1950s criticism on n~ce is scant, suggestive of the way the play 
must have been vfewed during the 1950s by its critics. In contrast, 1980s 
criticism does not hide racial issues which are brought to light much more 
freely, regardless of whether such issues are dealt with in a positive ore 
negative sense. 
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Unlike his contemporaries. Heilman is possibly one of the only critics 
of the 1950s who takes a rather sensible and balanced view of Othello, 
whom he sees as partially responsible for his downfall and partially victim. 
The blame does not wholly rest on I ago or Othello, for that matter, but a 
combination of both. Compared with other critics of the 1950s, Heilman's 
treatment of the play does not appear superficial in deallng with racial 
issues. and in many ways, his criticism has proven to be more valuable to 
me than most. Eldred Jones, too. blames the unfortunate series of events 
of Othello on the fallibility of human nature, and the hero's race should not 
be seen as the sole reason for his downfall. If the play is only seen 
through a race-based study, Othello loses its integrity because race is then 
taken to stand for all that makes Othello human. 
Critics of the 1980s, however, are more staunch in their convictions. 
What is common among criticism in the 1980s is that the notion of the 
noble Moor (which some critics of the 1950s go to great length to endorse) 
is all but ignored. Virtually eYery recent examination of the play 
inYestigates the causes for his erratic behaYior. In essence. critics of the 
1980s treat the Moor through the modern Yi ew. placing great importance on 
aspects of human nature and culture which dictate his actions. As much 
as the modern view of the play or its protagonist ventures to address issues 
associated with human noture. there are several critics whose efforts 
appear rather futile. Instead of addressing more obvious assumptions 
about the Moor's actions (namely, his racial identity). a handful of critics 
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tends to address issues which appear meaningless in assessing the way the 
Moor reacts to his shortcomings. 
In many cases, mostly through criticism of the 1980s, Othello is seen 
not without emotions and feelings. His racial identity might hold the key 
to much of the turmoil that exists within his thoughts. Some critics may 
choose to blame his insecurities on his advanced age while others elect 
some other reason, but the most important aspect of the man, aside from all 
other reasons which might have been presented or yet will be, is the 
indisputable fact that he is a black man who lives in a white early modern 
culture with all its inherent views regarding foreigners, especially those 
with a different skin color. There is very little point in analyzing any 
aspect of the man without first realizing the possibi1ity of his race as being 
an added disadvantage in even his dai1y undertakings. On the other hand, it 
is easy to equate Othello's shortcomings with his color, situating the blame 
of his downfall on the hue of his skin, calling him a noble savage. But even 
the term, "noble savage.'' or "noble barbarian," seems like a terrible 
contradiction and, at best, only show certain unsavory tendencies in the 
person who utters them. What is clear is the tendency for the more recent 
critics to deal with the issue of race openly much in contrast to those of 
the 1950s. Most 1950s critics totally ignore Othello's blackness. directing 
attention to other aspects of the play which hold very little importance in 
interpreting the tragedy. 1980s criticism. on the other hand, deals with 
Othello, the black general who marries a young Venetian aristocrat. 
Although the Civil Rights Movement did not drastically change the way 
Othello is viewed, the effects of are rather significant. 
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